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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine eight elementary school principals’
leadership characteristics to address their students’ social and emotional well-being
before, at the start of, and during the COVID-19 pandemic, using data gathered through
semi-structured interviews. The participants of this study came from urban, suburban, and
rural elementary schools. A new conceptual model entitled forecasted leadership
emerged through a constant comparative method, using a grounded theory methodology
with a four-phase coding model. The forecasted leadership model is described within four
core categories and 14 key themes. The dimensions and properties of each category are
included. This study concluded that elementary school leaders who possess the four
characteristics of forecasted leadership will have a potentially positive impact on their
students’ overall social and emotional well-being.
Although New York State has developed SEL benchmarks and a guidance
document for K-12 schools to support their implementation of SEL, policies on SEL have
not been developed, and developing policies on SEL is highly recommended. Also,
further research on the creation of SEL policies is needed and policies on response
measures for socioeconomically disadvantaged children and their families should be
investigated.
The findings of this study proved that SEL instruction, combined with a
supportive environment, can enrich a child’s development beyond the duration of their
intervention. Therefore, research on SEL screenings for each child upon entering school
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could help shape plans and implementations for not only individual students, but entire
school communities.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic started in the United States in January of 2020 (Taylor,
2021). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ([CDC], 2021a), as of December
26, 2021, reported there had been 51,574,787 COVID-19 cases and 809,300 deaths in the
United States. The COVID-19 pandemic forced a near-total shutdown of school buildings
in the spring of 2020—a historic upheaval of K–12 schooling in the United States
(EducationWeek, 2020). The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization ([UNESCO], 2020) reported that by the middle of April 2020, 1.57 billion
children had their education suspended. The additional effects of this pandemic included
massive unemployment, unmeasurable morbidity yet to be realized, local officials and
governors making major health care decisions, and nationwide protests focused on
injustices (Bauchner, 2020). This current study explored the imperative leadership
characteristics of elementary school principals and how their leadership characteristics
supported the overall social and emotional well-being of their students during the
pandemic and the leadership characteristics the elementary school principal participants
believed were needed as they continued through the COVID-19 pandemic.
Problem Statement
At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, school closures affected at least 55.1
million students in 124,000 U.S. public and private schools (EducationWeek, 2020). As a
result, the COVID-19 pandemic was recognized as a public education crisis (ReyesGuerra et al., 2021), and nearly every state either ordered or recommended that schools
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remain closed through the end of the 2019–2020 school year (EducationWeek, 2020).
Marques de Miranda et al. (2020) stated that post-traumatic anxiety and depression
disorders should be expected during and after the pandemic. Some groups, such as
children, are more susceptible to long-term effects in mental health as a result of
traumatic events (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020). Research has been collected in the
past on the effects of traumatic events such as hurricanes (Howat et al., 2012; Navarro et
al., 2016).
The State of Louisiana experienced four major hurricanes within 3 years. Howat
et al. (2012) studied the crisis recovery in schools after the storms. In some areas, the
schools shut down for 2 months, and it was found that the storms not only altered the
environment, but they also changed the people who lived in the wake of the storms’
destruction. A natural disaster can result in children experiencing some type of loss
(Navarro et al., 2016). Jones et al. (2021) stated that the effects of social isolation,
concern over the spread of the disease, and mental health-related issues associated with
the COVID-19 crisis are massive. Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021) argued that helping
students respond to or process the mental impact of these events is of utmost importance
for school leaders.
A natural disaster with a slow recovery rate can bring about acute and chronic
psychological effects and hinder children’s development (Kronenberg et al., 2010). As
suggested by epidemiological evidence, Ma et al. (2021) stated that 5%–12% of people
may develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after a traumatic event. Children’s
traumatic reactions to a natural disaster can include fear of recurrence, guilt, separation
difficulties, specific fears, a decline in academic performance, and sleeping problems
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(Kronenberg et al., 2010). Marsee (2008) found that 63% of youth reported symptoms of
PTSD 15–18 months after Hurricane Katrina.
Changes occur because of a crisis, and school-based leaders are expected to adapt
during change (Sutherland, 2017). The Bishop et al. (2015) phenomenological study
explored perceptions and experiences of K–12 leaders charged with reestablishing
schools. Researchers reporting on previous disasters should provide insight into the types
of support needed in the aftermath of a crisis (Bishop et al., 2015).
The effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on children’s mental health
underscores the need for examining the leadership characteristics required of elementary
school principals in such a time in history. There exists a gap in the literature of such
leadership characteristics to address the social and emotional learning (SEL) well-being
of children following a worldwide pandemic.
Conceptual Rationale
Crises often lead to change, and school leaders stand at the helm during these
changes (Sutherland, 2017). Potential theories summarizing leadership in crisis were
assessed for this study. Some of the theories, models, and frameworks encompassed the
potential components applicable to the context of this study. However, none accounted
for the contemporary nature of this phenomenon of study from the elementary school
principal’s perspective. Therefore, to address this contemporary issue through the lens of
elementary school principals’ eyes, a grounded theory methodology was necessary.
Based on the data, a conceptual rationale had to be theorized to provide a justification for
the leadership characteristics that were employed by elementary school principals to
address the social and emotional well-being of their students because no other theories fit
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this phenomenon of interest and the contemporary issues that arose during the COVID-19
pandemic.
Barling et al. (2000) stated that transformational leadership relates to an operation
by which passionate changes in objectives and strategic goals of an organization are
executed. The transformational leadership theory consists of four dimensions:
individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and
idealized influence (Farahani et al., 2011). The transformational leadership theory
correlates with how a leader impacts their followers. In this study, the teachers and staff
of the elementary school principals were considered the followers of these leaders. The
students were not considered followers of the elementary principals.
In many facets of this world, the success and failure of any type of organization
are dependent upon the activity and decisions of the leaders (Gigliotti, 2020). Gigliotti
(2020) defined a crisis as an event that causes a loss of physical or intellectual bearing.
Sutherland (2017) compared the trust within school communities to the leaderships’
response to a crisis. He found that little to no research had been collected on the
correlation between how schools relate to crisis for prolonged periods beyond the crisis
event (Sutherland, 2017). Gigliotti (2020) argued there is an unpredictability that comes
with the practice of crisis leadership. Leadership in crisis theory has a substantial
emphasis on the impact of an organization and how the leadership of organizations can
mitigate the consequences of crises (Firestone, 2020).
Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist, established the chaos theory concept in the
1960s (Krishnamurthy, 2015). This theory has a close association with the “butterfly
effect,” which asks the question: “Does the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a
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tornado in Texas?” (Krishnamurthy, 2015, p. 195). Although chaos theory was originated
through meteorology, it has been adopted into other content areas, and it is well adapted
to the study of dynamical behaviors (Mangiarotti et al., 2020). Chaos theory is deeply
rooted in systems, therefore, does not fit the phenomenon of interest and research of this
current study.
Just as hurricanes can disrupt landscapes, trauma can disrupt people’s
psychological and social-emotional well-being. Post-traumatic growth (PTG) theory
explains a kind of transformation that occurs after a human being experiences trauma
(Collier, 2016). PTG theory was developed by two psychologists, Richard Tedeschi and
Lawrence Calhoun, in the mid-1990s at the University of California.
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1999) argued that people who encounter psychological
struggles after adversity can often see growth following that adversity. PTG has been
seen in people who have experienced post-traumatic stress symptoms. Tedeschi and
Calhoun (1999) outlined five components of a model to facilitate PTG: (a) recognizing
the experience, (b) learning from the experience, (c) disclosing the experience,
(d) reconfiguring one’s core beliefs, and (e) having a sense of appreciation.
While post-traumatic symptoms explain what students may experience during or
after the pandemic, it does not account for the preferred leadership characteristics needed
to assist those students through their post-traumatic growth. There are many other areas
of study from drawing attention to trauma to coping successfully with trauma to
managing trauma with little-to-no negative impacts (Tedeschi et al., 1998). PTG is the
chosen conceptual rationale that frames this study using grounded theory. Figure 1.1
shows Tedeschi and Calhoun’s comprehensive model of PTG.
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Figure 1.1
Comprehensive Model of PTG

Note. Comprehensive Model of PTG. Reprinted from “Posttraumatic Growth Model:
Sociocultural Considerations,” by L. G. Calhoun, A. Cann, & R. G. Tedschi, 2010. In T.
Weiss & R. Berger (Eds.) “Culturally Competent Practice: Lessons Learned from Around
the Globe” (p. 6), 2010, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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(https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118270028.ch1). Copyright 2010 by John Wiley & Sons,
Inc. Reprinted with permission.
Theories of resilience have been developed by various scholars. The term
“resilience” refers to the phenomenon of overcoming stress or challenges (Rutter, 1999).
Rutter (2013) stated that resilience is when people have a comparatively good outcome
despite having endured stress and hardship. Rutter (1999) considered genetics,
environmental factors, and psychosocial risks in his studies. Students within elementary
schools were unable to be measured for genetic purposes, therefore, theories of resilience
did not fit the phenomenon of interest and research.
In grounded theory, the researcher’s starting point is the theoretical knowledge
adapted from the literature and previous empirical findings. According to Flick (2019),
theories should not be applied to the subjects being studied; rather, theories should be
formulated by the empirical data discovered. Sowmya et al. (2018) stated that a
leadership style is a situational-based concept, and a leadership style depends upon a
leader’s particular situation. Therefore, a conceptual framework and model on the context
of this study did develop. The goal of this grounded theory research was to identify the
imperative characteristics of elementary school principals to lead to the social and
emotional well-being of students before, at the start of, and continuing through the
COVID-19 pandemic.
The existing research has not explicitly focused on elementary school principals
during the COVID-19 pandemic nor has the existing research addressed the effect of
principals’ leadership had on the SEL and well-being of their students. Using a grounded
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theory methodology, this study had the possibility to generate a new theory, framework,
or conceptual model.
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Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study was to better understand the leadership characteristics
of elementary school principals in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the effect
those leadership characteristics had on their students’ mental health and social and
emotional well-being. Understanding of the leadership characteristics of elementary
principals builds on the hope for future research on the long-term effects of the COVID19 pandemic when it comes to their students’ overall social and emotional well-being.
Research Questions
Elementary school principals lead and are responsible for the processes and
practices addressing students’ mental health and overall social and emotional well-being
within their school buildings. By data gathered from interviewing elementary school
building principal participants this research study sought to answer the following
questions:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional well-being?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
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social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
Potential Significance of the Study
This research contributes to a sparse body of literature on the imperative
characteristics that elementary school principals need during times of crisis like the
COVID-19 pandemic. This research provides a deeper understanding of the
characteristics of elementary school principals during the COVID-19 pandemic and how
those characteristics may have shifted as a result of the crisis. Research has shown that
leaders’ characteristics and tendencies tend to shift in times of crisis, and the COVID-19
pandemic is a contemporary event that our current elementary school principals had
never lived through in their lifetime.
The pandemic brought about unexpected shifts in our children’s overall wellbeing, but the research is continuing to highlight an increase in children’s mental health
and the effect it could potentially have on their social and emotional well-being in the
future. During the pandemic, children experienced school shutdowns, potential feelings
of isolation, and fear of the risk of infection—all which can be expected to impact
children’s education, mental health, and overall well-being (Ma et al., 2020).
There is little research regarding the topic of the required leadership
characteristics of elementary school principals in reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic
and the effect those characteristics had on their students. The significance of this study
rests in its contribution to understanding the required leadership characteristics of
elementary school principals when leading through the effects that a pandemic may have
had on children’s mental health and overall social and emotional well-being.
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The results and recommendations of this study could be a source of information
for school districts, worldwide, to use when increasing their leaders’ capacities,
leadership characteristics, and reactive measures with their students in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic or when they may have to face future disasters and/or pandemics.
Higher education institutions may be able to use the research results to build on school
leadership requirements. This study can bring awareness to policy makers and emphasize
the importance of children’s social and emotional well-being. In addition, this research
could also guide SEL design practices within districts and for public policy. Zins et al.
(1988) linked SEL to student success.
The purpose of this study was to better understand the characteristics of
elementary school principals in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the effect it had
on their student’s mental health and social and emotional well-being.
Definitions of Terms
Crisis ‒ an interaction, or a singular or unexpected occurrence that happens within
a larger structure between stakeholders and an organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).
A crisis is an event that requires an action or decision to be made (Robinson, 1972).
Compounded events – multiple hazards happening simultaneously within a time
period that precludes the disentangling impact of a broad range of societal sectors
(Raymond & Kornhuber, 2020).
Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) ‒ an infectious illness caused by the SARSCoV-2 virus (World Health Organization, n.d.).
Natural disaster ‒ a crisis that emerges from weather or natural phenomena
(Mitroff et al., 2006).
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School building leader – a person who serves in an administrative role within a
learning institution who can make decisions for that particular building or institution. A
school “building leaders’ duties can include but are not limited to hiring and supervising
certified school personnel; overseeing the school curriculum, instruction, and
professional development; addressing school climate; and managing the school budget”
(New York State Education Department [NYSED], 2022, para. 3).
SEL (social and emotional learning) – an important part of education and human
development. A process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply
the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to develop healthy identities, manage
emotions, and achieve personal and collective goals . . . , and make responsible and
caring decisions” (Social and Emotional Learning Alliance for the United States, 2020,
para. 1).
Chapter Summary
Elementary school principals bear many responsibilities when leading schools.
The COVID-19 pandemic dismantled children’s educational systems and school building
leaders’ way of leading. The pandemic caused children to face mental health challenges,
and this nation saw an uptick in the amount of anxiety and depressive symptoms, as well
as symptoms of distress of children being reported to medical health professions (Imran
et al., 2020). The long-lasting effects the pandemic has had on children is still unknown.
Elementary school principals may need to modify their leadership to plan for the
prolonged effects of COVID-19.
Chapter 2 reviews the existing literature concerning traumas experienced from
natural disasters and the COVID-19 pandemic, the SEL and well-being of students, and
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leadership characteristics. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used for this study
including a description of the selection of participants and the data-collection process.
The results of the research is disseminated in Chapter 4, and Chapter 5 provides a
discussion of the findings and gives recommendations based on the analysis of the data
collected.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
Whether in the United States or abroad, the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the
mental health of children and adolescents (Jones et al., 2021). Before the pandemic
started, the CDC (2021b) reported that one in six U.S. children, ages 2–8 years (17.4%),
had been diagnosed with a mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder. Early evidence
indicates that the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are prominent among children and
adolescents who had preexisting psychological disorders and who have since
demonstrated school and psychosocial adaptation problems (Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al.,
2021). Weems and Overstreet (2008) stated that patterns of post-disaster recovery in
children are impacted by various factors that can serve to enhance the risk of negative
impacts or promote resilience. Jones et al. (2020) argued that school-based leaders should
review the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children and adolescents’ health to
better understand students’ state of mental health and help tailor school leaders’
leadership characteristics and actions for the future.
Public education has found itself at the center of the COVID-19 crisis, marking a
possible turning point for school-based leaders (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). The
emotional intelligence of leaders holds significant weight when dealing with daily
environmental pressures, such as self-awareness, emotional control, relationships, and
effective communication, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Baba, 2020).
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The purpose of this literature review is to provide an overview of the relevant
empirical studies on the topic of childhood trauma experienced during and/or after natural
disasters or events like COVID-19 and the school-based leadership characteristics
required to lead schools after such traumatic events or crises. The research conducted on
mental health symptoms after natural disasters or events that trigger trauma have shown
that, for some children, there is an increased risk for anxiety, post-traumatic stress
symptoms, and depression (Navarro et al., 2016). Trauma in childhood is a severe
psychosocial, medical, and public policy concern that has grave consequences (De Bellis
& Zisk, 2014). Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021) stated that the emerging literature on the
existing COVID-19 pandemic crisis suggests that children and adolescents may
experience anxiety and depression because of decreased social interactions, boredom, and
family tensions, and anxiety and depression could prove to be observed in children with
preexisting psychological disorders.
While the literature on the theories of educational leadership during a crisis is
sparse (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021), the rapidly evolving COVID-19 pandemic presents
leaders with challenges and endless moments of difficult decisions ahead (Baba, 2020).
Notman (2015) highlighted that the approach to determining the coping strategies and
leadership competencies that assist educational leaders in the face of physical, emotional,
and social demands of a complex job under unprecedented circumstances will be
challenged by this crisis.
Trauma Experienced from Natural Disasters or a Compounded Event
The most notable and well-researched emotional responses to a disaster are
symptoms of PTSD (Weems et al., 2013). Two studies that considered PTSD in
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connection to students’ response to natural disasters are Sims et al. (2015) and Weems et
al. (2013). Sims et al. (2015) studied the indirect and direct relationships between
exposure to Hurricane Katrina and school dissatisfaction in a large sample of
predominantly White middle-class students 6 months after the disaster. Weems et al.
(2013) studied anxiety and its links to achievement among disaster-exposed children in
an urban school setting.
PTS from disasters has the potential to disrupt processes in school environments
that are important to students’ satisfaction such as the relationships with their peers or
teachers (Sims et al., 2015). Sims et al. provided evidence of a small but significant direct
effect on the relationship between exposure to a hurricane and school dissatisfaction
using a three-factor, structured model. The two PTS symptoms, avoidance/numbing and
hyperarousal, served as the mechanisms through which the disaster exposure contributed
to school dissatisfaction (Sims et al., 2015).
Weems et al. (2013) studied anxiety and its links to achievement among disasterexposed children in an urban school setting. Given its heterotypic continuity, PTSD can
affect a child’s cognitive ability, closely aligning itself with performance and
achievement (Weems et al., 2013). Weems et al. (2013) concluded that distress and
exposure alone do not predict achievement. However, when distress and exposure
through PTSD and test anxiety were considered as mediators, distress and exposure had
illustrative power in terms of achievement.
In an earlier study, Weems et al. (2009) focused on post-disaster environments
and in anxiety-prevention efforts. Their findings demonstrated evidence for the potential
benefit of targeting anxiety symptoms to prevent the effects of post-disaster reactions and
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anxious arousal associated with PTS reactions. Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021)
recommended further research to explicate the relationship between a natural disaster like
the COVID-19 pandemic, PTS in children, potential interventions, and leadership support
is needed.
In both the Weems et al. (2009) and Weems et al. (2013) studies, the researchers
focused on anxiety—one anxiety in relation to a test intervention and the other anxiety in
relation to academic achievement. However, while researching test anxiety in 2009,
Weems et al. did find that their prospective intervention used in the study reduced test
anxiety symptoms and it had a correlation to relative academic achievement. While still
focusing on the variable of anxiety, the later study from Weems et al. (2013) drew from
the concept of heterotypic continuity. The study was conducted 2.5 years after Hurricane
Katrina in an urban setting that contrasted with the Weems et al. (2009) prior study with
an ethnic setting, concluding that research is needed to examine the indirect
manifestations of traumatic stress-related emotional and cognitive difficulties over time
(Weems et al., 2013).
Most of the related research has focused on post-traumatic problems, but it has
not reported the positive growth or outcomes that might come from individuals
experiencing trauma. The studies by Weems and Overstreet (2008), Weems et al. (2013),
and Sims et al. (2015) investigated variables like anxiety, PTS, and PTSD in children
after a traumatic event. However, another study considered positivity by showing that
children can exhibit positive growth during and after experiencing traumatic events
(Habibullah & Arvind, 2021). Habibullah and Arvind examined post-traumatic growth
(PTG), which is an individual’s capacity to navigate to a positive position following a
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traumatic event. PTG has been known to overlap with resilience, and it is a
transformative process where the person not only survives the traumatic experience but
also develops positive change and performs at a higher level because of it (Habibullah &
Arvind, 2021). Given that children can exhibit both positive and negative effects from
trauma, further empirical evidence is being gathered on this phenomenon (Habibullah &
Arvind, 2021).
Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021) also recommended additional research on the
long-term effects the social and emotional treatments and interventions focused on
reducing symptoms of PTSDs. Recently, Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021) began
exploring this issue through their pilot and feasibility study. Their work revealed a
significant effect on an emotion-based, directed-drawing intervention and the resulting
higher attention scores of children who participated in the intervention during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020, Kilmer et al.’s quantitative study was guided by asking
the question if, when children reported higher levels of social-emotional cognitive
resources, did they also report lower levels of PTS and depressive symptoms? The
Kilmer et al. results supported the value of incorporating socioemotional resources after
disasters and helped to build children’s self-esteem.
Jones et al. (2021) stressed that continuous research on the triangulation of trauma
from the COVID-19 pandemic—the reactive measures, interventions used, and the
COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on children’s mental health—is needed. As MalboeufHurtubise et al. (2021) stated, further longitudinal research incorporating larger sample
sizes is needed to understand the impact of intervention. Longitudinal studies are
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important for understanding the risk of PTSD, the natural improvement of the disorder,
and the improvement of PTSD from direct interventions (Sheerin et al., 2019).
While not a longitudinal studies, the meta-analyses conducted by Gutermann et al.
(2016, 2017) measured the long-term treatment effects of psychological interventions in
youth with PTSD symptoms. The meta-analysis studies included children and adolescents
who lived with PTSD symptoms up to the median age of 25 years old. After the study
selection process, 135 studies, 13,040 articles, and 150 treatment conditions met the
inclusion criteria. The main results in both of the Gutermann et al. (2016, 2017) metaanalyses were similar because they both reported that the psychological interventions
were effective in reducing PTSD and depressive symptoms in youth. The findings in
Gutermann et al. (2017) included medium long-term effects for the waitlist and small
long-term effects for testing against the untreated or active untreated control groups.
Gutermann et al. (2017) found that the field’s knowledge of moderators and mediators of
the treatment effects for PTSD in children is limited. Gutermann et al. (2017) suggested
that future research should focus on the relevance of potential moderators.
As part of the Morina et al. (2016) meta-analysis, the researchers compared their
study with the first study by Gutermann et al. (2016). Morina et al. (2016) analyzed 39
trials on the treatment of children with PTSD from different traumatic events. The
findings concluded that PTSD symptoms could be effectively reduced by psychological
interventions, but that psychological interventions were not effective in reducing
depressive symptoms (Morina et al., 2016).
In another meta-analysis, Sheerin et al. (2019) focused on genetic and
environmental predictors of adolescents’ PTSD symptoms after a natural disaster. The

19

participants in the Sheerin et al. study showed a greater decrease in PTSD symptoms over
time when recreation support was provided (Sheerin et al., 2019). Sheerin et al. suggested
that older adolescents may be more equipped to appropriately process a natural disaster
and utilize skills in an effective manner. In line with the attention Sheerin et al. paid to
genetics and environmental predictors, Osofsky et al. (2009) similarly took into
consideration preexisting factors of trauma and PTSD in their study. In addition to
considering preexisting factors, Osofsky et al. (2009) also found a significant impact on
children separated from their parents during a traumatic event. About 40,000 children
(ages 0–17) in the United State lost a parent or caregiver to the COVID-19 pandemic
(Dear Pandemic, 2021). In the aftermath of a natural disaster or traumatic event like this,
Powell and Holleran-Steiker (2017) argued that it can take a substantial amount of time
for children to recover both physically and emotionally.
The attention these studies paid to mental health relates to the work and regular
focus of many psychologists. In an exploratory study on recommendations from
psychologists, Hook and Vera (2020) suggested that paying attention to holistic health
and cultural relevance, creating partnerships, collaborating, and focusing on achievable
goals may both mirror and supplement what is already included in the existing literature
regarding successful programming to address the global mental health crisis. Hook and
Vera suggested a framework for sound practice that would assist in meeting sustainable
development and improvement of mental health.
The COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic started in the United States in January 2020 (Taylor,
2021). The CDC (2021a), as of December 26, 2021, reported, there have been 51,574,787
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COVID-19 cases and 809,300 deaths in the United States. The COVID-19 pandemic
forced a near-total shutdown of school buildings in the spring of 2020—a historic
upheaval of K-12 schooling in the United States (EducationWeek, 2020). UNESCO
(2020) reported, by the middle of April 2020, 1.57 billion children had their education
suspended. The additional effects of this pandemic included massive unemployment,
unmeasurable morbidity yet to be realized, mayors and governors making major health
care decisions, and nationwide protests focused on injustices (Bauchner, 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic sparked crises in many forms. One crisis that has
undergone assessment is the existing economic crisis. Susskind and Vines (2020) argued
that the United States faces challenges as prominent as those from the Spanish Flu
pandemic and the Great Depression combined. Van Barneveld et al. (2020), in their
discussion paper, argued that the COVID-19 pandemic is a humanitarian crisis that will
not lead the return of the “old normal.” The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about a
sharp focus on how humans are affected differently, depending on the country in which
they reside, their sex, their social class or caste, their gender, and their age (van
Barneveld et al., 2020)—all while shining a light on the injustices humankind can
experience, which has been magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Volumes of research have started to look at the effects the COVID-19 pandemic
has had on the world. Marques de Miranda et al. (2020) argued that some groups may be
more receptive than others to the psychosocial effects of pandemics. Ma et al. (2021)
stated that at the time of their study, one in five children had PTSD and one in 14
children had depressive symptoms resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.
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This pandemic precipitated a media coverage frenzy. The hysteria encompassed
fake news and issues of misreporting. Bridgland et al. (2021) stated that media exposure
to the pandemic was associated with increased acute stress more than the direct exposure
of the disease, itself, at the Boston Marathon. Critton (2020) argued that the U.S. media
remained polarized along party lines, proving that depending on where you live in the
United States, the dissemination of accurate information may not be the same as in other
parts of the country.
In March 2020, schools were forced to shut down and implement virtual learning.
While schools can provide structure and routines for children of all ages, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, Marques de Miranda et al. (2020) stated that instruction was
sometimes offered by television stations or it was merely suppressed. Marques de
Miranda et al. (2020) noted that the disruption in schools concerned many. Parents in
Ireland who had children with ADHD reported an improvement in their children’s mood
and behavior upon the school closures (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020).
Marques de Miranda et al. (2020) stated that at the start of the COVID-19
pandemic physical exercise for children was reduced or suspended. This was
demonstrated not only from school closures but there were closures of gyms, parks, and
the suspension of youth sports.
Depending on the state and its set policies, schools were required to have
anywhere from 90–120 minutes of physical activity within the school day (Dunton et al.,
2020). Dunton et al. (2020) underscored that the short-term changes that occurred after
the COVID-19 pandemic’s onset may have precipitated an increased risk of diabetes,
obesity, and cardiovascular disease in children living in the United States. Marques de
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Miranda et al. (2020) discovered that parents considered physical exercise to be the
second-most effective action over media entertainment to mitigate children’s (3–18
years) mental wellness during quarantine. Regular physical exercise has an association
with less depression and anxiety in children (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020).
The psychological toll the COVID-19 pandemic has had on all age groups has
started to be collected. Some groups have proven to be more vulnerable to the
psychological effects of the pandemic (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020). Through the
Jones et al. (2021) systematic analysis, conclusive evidence has proven that the COVID19 pandemic had a negative impact on adolescents’ mental well-being.
The mental health and well-being of not only children, but adults, have recently
been researched. In a cross-sectional survey conducted by Ma et al. (2021), they found
that 7.16% of the children they studied who were living in China (7–15 years) had
experienced PTSD and depression because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Ma et al. also
uncovered that PTSD scores were significantly higher in middle school students
compared to primary-aged students.
The COVID-19 pandemic led to social distancing and quarantine and isolation
procedures. Feelings of isolation and loneliness were reported during the COVID-19
pandemic. The Liu et al. (2020) study uncovered that most of their respondents reported
feeling lonely during the first 2 months of the pandemic, and the researchers stated that
their findings were consistent with loneliness being a proven risk factor for mental health.
Hwang et al. (2020) argued there is a high cost associated with social distancing and
isolation, and quarantine may be amplified in people with preexisting mental illnesses.
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Social support during the COVID-19 pandemic surfaced from various studies.
The Liu et al. (2020) study underlined that providing social support from family members
was associated with low levels of PTSD symptoms and anxiety and in mitigating mental
health risks. The Jones et al. (2021) systematic review found that social support
contributed to the mental sustainability of adolescents during the pandemic. The exposure
to and practice of coping skills led to mentally sound adolescents (Jones et al., 2021).
Furthermore, Jones et al. (2021) cited the benefits of families becoming closer with
increased family discussions during quarantining. These studies underscored both the
benefits and hindrances brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Social and Emotional Learning and Well-Being
Elementary school students face developmental tasks that are tied to SEL.
Denham (2018) argued that SEL is a process that is crucial and that during a child’s
development, many things change, but many things also stay the same. The Panayiotou et
al. (2017) study explored linking SEL to academic performance. In the study, Panayiotou
et al. (2017) discussed the development context of SEL and noted that it is imperative
that SEL is replicated at the early stages of development and education in a child’s life.
There is a predictability trajectory on the specific developmental tasks a child
should achieve during their elementary school years. Denham (2018) stated that the
formation of friendships and stable peer reputations, control of aggressive impulses,
demonstration of emotional regulation, and resolving social hardships with flexible
solutions are part of an elementary school-aged child’s tasks. Zins et al. (1988) conducted
a large meta-analytic review of the SEL programs in children 5–17 years of age. The
findings of this study proved that SEL instruction, combined with a supportive
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environment, can enrich a child’s development beyond the duration of their intervention
(Zins et al., 1988).
SEL has become a focus for many schools in our nation since the 1990s.
Greenberg et al. (2017) stated that schools should help to improve children’s well-being,
and they should not just help to improve children’s academics. Domitrovich et al. (2017)
focused on the social-emotional construct that led to a proposed intervention model. The
model was a proposal of how schools could enhance SEL and build resilience in children.
Various models have been developed since the 1990s, but a predominant model in
education is the SEL Framework from CASEL (2021). CASEL also developed a
complementary model for implementing and sustaining SEL practices at the school
district level (Greenberg et al., 2017).
On CASEL’s (n.d.) website, they define SEL as “Social and emotional learning is
the process through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and
achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive
relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL, n.d., para. 1). According to the
PositiveAction (2022) website, only 29 out of our 50 states has SEL standards. The State
of New York does not currently have SEL standards. The state of New York added SEL
benchmarks in 2018 (NYSED, 2018). This data point shows the lack of the importance of
SEL in public education.
Educational, psychological, and econometric research suggests that socialemotional competence increases a student’s postsecondary performance, helps toward
high school completion, and decreases the chances of incarceration, divorce, and
depression (Elias & Haynes, 2011). One meta-analysis (Taylor et al., 2017) revealed that
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teaching content-specific SEL curriculum and developing supportive and caring learning
environments created far more attention than other approaches. Taylor et al. (2017)
looked at 38 interventions outside of the United States where participants fared
significantly better than the control group in social-emotional skills, attitudes, and
indicators of well-being. Vygotsky’s (1978) theories stress the fundamental role of social
interaction in the development of cognition, as he believed strongly that community plays
a central role in the process of “making meaning” (McLeod, 2018). While researching
what role schools play when it comes to SEL and well-being, Domitrovich et al. (2017)
argued that schools are central sites for the promotion of students’ well-being.
The growing research on the impacts of SEL is evolving each day, especially
through the COVID-19 pandemic. CASEL (n.d.), citing Durlak et al. (2011) stated:
Results from a landmark meta-analysis that looked across 213 studies involving
more than 270,000 students found that:


SEL interventions that address the five core competencies increased students’
academic performance by 11 percentile points, compared to students who did
not participate. (CASEL, n.d., para. 1 & 2)

SEL Core Competencies
CASEL’s (2021) framework, also known as the “CASEL wheel,” highlights five
interrelated competencies for self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision making (Table 2.1).

Table 2.1
CASEL’s SEL Framework
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Competency

Definition

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is the ability to understand one’s own
values, thoughts, emotions, and how they influence
behavior across all contexts

Self-management

One can self-manage when one can manage their
emotions, behaviors, and thoughts effectively
throughout all situations.

Social awareness

One displays self-awareness when one can understand
the perspectives of others and display a sense of
empathy.

Relationship skills

Relationship skills allow one to establish and maintain
healthy and supportive relationships while navigating
settings with diverse individuals and groups.

Responsible decision making

Responsible decision-making demonstrates the ability
to make caring and constructive choices about one's
behavior and social interactions across all situations.

Note. Adapted from “What is the CASEL Framework?” by CASEL, 2021.
(https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/)

In August of 2018, NYSED produced a publication to provide research
information, a suggested CASEL (2021) SEL framework, and benchmarks for all public
schools in New York State. By building on these SEL competencies and practices, school
leaders could create environments that infused SEL into their daily routines to promote
student success and overall well-being (CASEL, 2021). Paolini (2020) stated that SEL is
vital for career success and increases productivity and efficiency in work settings that
include leadership, effective communication, conflict resolution, assertiveness,
accountability, motivation, celebrating diversity, and stress management.
Paolini (2020) argued that there was substantial research conducted on SEL, and
it continues to prove the positive impact SEL has on a student’s personal, academic,
social, familial, and career outcomes. SEL has long been a part of a hidden curriculum in
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schools (Frey et al., 2019). Frey et al. (2019) believed classroom learning always
encompasses cognitive, social, and emotional aspects. The Frey et al. (2019) book
addressed the decisions elementary school principals must make to foster and sustain the
SEL and well-being of their students.
Leadership Characteristics
A natural disaster or traumatic event that affects communities also impacts
schools (Mutch, 2015). Researchers have examined the effects of children’s mental
health after exposure to a natural disaster and the school-based leadership necessitated by
natural disasters (Mutch, 2015). Bishop et al. (2015) and Howat et al. (2012) conducted
qualitative phenomenological studies within school districts that had experienced a
natural disaster. Although the natural disasters differed from a tornado and a hurricane,
both studies had some similarities of the impact on leaders and their environments.
Both studies had the common themes of crisis leadership and communication.
Bishop et al. (2015) identified the themes of crisis management, crisis leadership
characteristics, post-crisis support, and crisis preparation. Howat et al. (2012) identified
the themes of communication, resolving tension, coordinating with other services, and
learning from the past. Both studies included school leaders as participants, but the study
by Bishop et al. consisted of all school-based leadership. This could explain their heavier
emphasis on the leadership themes compared to the Howat et al. study.
The key points from these articles include Howat et al. (2012) stating that
experiencing Hurricane Katrina highlighted the problems that existed within the school
community but were not actively investigated before the natural disaster took place.
Howat et al. concluded that using the chaos theory model, which is sensitive to conditions
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of a chaotic event, allowed for the reorganization of the system. The themes that surfaced
in Bishop et al. (2015) were specific to the particular crises they had examined and tied
back into the theoretical framework of resilience theory, which they used to guide their
study. Shifting away from school-based leadership, Boyatzis et al. (2017) shared the
commonalities of conflict management with Bishop et al. and resolving tension with
Howat et al.
While the previous studies by Howat et al. (2012) and Bishop et al. (2015)
considered that schools’ responses to hurricanes and tornadoes are valuable when looking
at the response to a natural disaster, Rao’s (2006) study on schools in Hong Kong and
their response to the SARS outbreak relates to the specific challenges mirrored in the
recent COVID-19 pandemic. According to Rao (2006), the SARS outbreak that took
place in Hong Kong in 2003 provided a “natural experiment” for considering the
influence of pandemics on schools. Rao (2006) studied preschool routines during the
SARS pandemic in Hong Kong and the reorganization it took to reopen after a 6-weeklong school shutdown. The qualitative study was conducted to provide objective
documentation of the changes necessary for reopening and reorganizing procedures and
practices within schools. The Rao study discovered that children’s social interactions
decreased significantly because of the parameters put into place when they returned to
school. Similar to Rao (2006), Bishop et al. (2015) and Howat et al. (2012) included
school-based leadership members as their participants. These reflections from schoolbased leaders were fundamental when discussing the reorganization of systems,
especially when opening schools after a school shutdown.
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While Rao’s (2006) study did not extract a common theme on school leaders’
leadership characteristics, both Sutherland’s (2017) and Wilson’s (2020) research
revealed the common theme of trust in leadership in response to a crisis. Sutherland
claimed that positive outcomes require a foundation of trust between the organization, the
school leadership, various stakeholders, and the community. Whatever the outcomes,
changes occur because of a crisis, and school-based leaders are at the forefront of these
changes (Sutherland, 2017). During Sutherland’s interviews with school-based leaders
and school community members, he quickly realized the shift of trust within the school
community was a glaring dynamic that shaped and was shaped by the way the schoolbased leadership and the school community responded to the crisis. The Sutherland study
found that parents and guardians did not have a great deal of trust in the school-based
leadership at the start of the crisis, but their trust in the leaders increased as the crisis
management continued. Sutherland (2017) found that the school-based leaders’
communication, decision making, and collaboration all contributed to the school
communities’ learning and growing from the crises.
In contrast to Sutherland’s (2017) focus on school-based leadership, Wilson’s
(2020) study focused on pandemic leadership from the New Zealand government in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Wilson (2020) found that productive leadership in
these situations fostered a shared purpose; applied key practices that included being led
by expertise, mobilizing collective efforts, and enabling coping; and lastly, they trusted in
the leadership. Wilson (2020) stated that for leaders to build trust, they must have an
awareness of where the execution is not matching policy or where the gaps in policy
exist. When looking at research on trust in school-based leaders, there are notable gaps
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regarding how schools and communities relate to crises for extended periods of time and
beyond the event of the crisis (Wilson, 2020).
Research is starting to emerge on the short-term effects of the COVID-19
pandemic regarding school-based leadership. The qualitative study by Reyes-Guerra et al.
(2021) captured the leadership experience of nine principals from March 2020 to June
2020. The study encompassed the frameworks of crisis leadership, transformative
leadership, and social capital constitution (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). Although there
were three major themes outlined in the study, for the purpose of this topic, the focus is
on the five characteristics that emerged from the principals’ responses: being an effective
communicator, leading with flexibility, being creative and caring, shifting priorities, and
showing resilience under pressure (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). After the nine principals’
experiences were studied in Phase 1 of the case study, Reyes-Guerra et al. (2021)
reaffirmed what the principal participants stated—going back to the old way was no
longer an option.
One major theme and finding from the Reyes-Guerra et al. (2021) study regarding
the importance of principals demonstrating resilience was shared in Notman’s (2015)
study that was conducted in post-earthquake events in New Zealand. Notman was offered
an unconventional opportunity to work alongside school principals and teacher leaders as
they rebuilt their schools, morale, and futures. Notman argued that the greatest challenge
was trying to determine the coping strategies of the school-based leaders in the face of
the physical, emotional, and interpersonal demands of their jobs when they were
experiencing a crisis. Regarding resilience, Notman found that the school-based leaders’
levels of satisfaction and positive feelings surfaced through their interviews. The school
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principals felt “pleased” about the outcomes of challenging meetings and restoring
relationships among all stakeholders (Notman, 2015).
Notman (2015) also found that post-disaster, school-based leaders observed
behavioral disturbances that led to delays in cognitive development. This finding closely
aligns with the Weems et al. (2013) study on anxiety and its links to achievement among
disaster-exposed children in an urban school setting and the Sims et al. (2015) study on
the direct and indirect relationships between exposure to Hurricane Katrina and school
dissatisfaction in a larger sample of predominantly White, middle-class students 6 months
after the disaster. Similar to Notman’s (2015) study on school and teacher leaders after
the earthquake events, Mutch (2015) conducted a constant comparative analysis of
interviews of school principals in the aftermath of the 2010–2011 earthquakes in
Canterbury, New Zealand. Mutch (2015) used the theory of crisis leadership to frame his
findings and he extracted the themes based on the actions of the school principals once
they entered into the crisis phase.
Mutch (2015) outlined three sets of factors or themes that influenced the leaders
in the crisis context that included a dispositional factor. The first set of factors included
specific experiences, qualities, values, beliefs, personality traits, skills and expertise, and
leadership styles (Mutch 2015). The second factor was relational regarding a leaders’
ability to communicate a vision and develop a sense of community, encompassing a sense
of loyalty, empowering others, and building strong relationships. The last factor, which
was situational, involved the leaders’ demonstration and reaction to their environments in
real time—all while demonstrating flexibility and their ability to think creatively (Mutch,
2015). During the analysis of the dispositional factors, Mutch reported that Principal A
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spoke about and demonstrated distributed leadership, Principal B frequently spoke about
his and the school’s shared values, and Principal C implemented a “culture of care.” All
of these factors relating to characteristics in the school-based leaders through a crisis
situation gave insight to their reaction and processing of the experience.
Through the review of the literature, some studies, such as Kavrayıcı and Kesim
(2021) and Mutch’s (2015), included the leadership in crisis theoretical framework in
their studies. This framework appeared in Mutch’s (2015) interview with Principal A as
well as in Kavrayıcı and Kesim’s (2021) qualitative study. Kavrayıcı and Kesim (2021)
also used the leadership and management crisis framework, outlining how school leaders
focused on problems that should have been structured through distributed leadership
when responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.
School principals’ duties and responsibilities during the pandemic process
encompassed in-school and out-of-school job responsibilities and leadership roles. School
principals were maintaining these responsibilities in conjunction with demonstrating
distributive leadership competencies like capacity building and coordinating with teams,
maintaining a sense of responsibility through decision-making, and holding themselves,
as well as others, accountable (Kavrayıcı & Kesim, 2021). The study conducted by
Kavrayıcı and Kesim (2021) had a methodological limitation based on the number of
principals they used as participants. The hope was that future studies would include a
larger sample size of school principals and would be beneficial to the research conducted
on the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on educational systems around the world
(Kavrayıcı & Kesim, 2021).
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As noted throughout the literature thus far, school-based leaders have had to
change their day-to-day operations and job responsibilities. Baba’s (2020) quantitative
study on navigating COVID-19 with emotional intelligence used an adaption framework
to outline two general adapting techniques that people generally go through. One is an
issue-centered adaptation that involves the understanding of the issue to make the
necessary change, and the other is emotionally focused coping that aims to reduce
emotional distress associated with a crisis situation. Baba (2020) argued that leaders need
to navigate through the COVID-19 pandemic using emotional intelligence, which allows
for achievement in all areas of their lives. Baba included that characteristics under the
factors of emotional intelligence were managing relations, self-motivation, altruistic
behavior, self-awareness, empathy, emotional stability, integrity, value, commitment, and
self-development. Baba (2020) concluded that emotional intelligence needs to be
significant in successfully dealing with what all leaders must respond to in a crisis.
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Drago-Stevenson et al. (2018) conducted a
mixed-methods longitudinal study with 30 school leaders and their most pressing
challenges in leadership. The Drago-Stevenson et al. study utilized social and emotional;
technical and adaptive; and developmental frameworks to show how school principals’
social-emotional and developmental capacities influenced their leadership during times of
crisis. Findings from the Drago-Stevenson et al. study included the school principals
leading through diverse roles; experiencing solitary responsibility and weight-bearing
experiences as being “lonely at the top”; and feeling exhausted (Drago-Stevenson et al.,
2018). In conclusion, Drago-Stevenson et al. argued that it is imperative to highlight the
social-emotional dimension that influences school principals’ experiences and navigation
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of challenges. Drago-Stevenson et al. (2018) further argued that school principals should
be provided with a language and a lens through which to understand and support
themselves to better navigate the complexity of leading their schools through crises.
Continuing with the social and emotional development and framework, Wang et
al. (2016) examined the possible relationship between emotional competence and
transformational leadership in K–12 school leaders as a function of self-other agreement.
They found that leaders’ self-ratings of emotional competence were significantly
correlated with their self-ratings of characteristics of transformational leadership.
The data analysis for the Wang et al. (2016) study consisted of two selfassessments, including an emotional learning scale and a transformational leadership
survey. The instruments used included the Widener Emotional Learning Scale (WELS),
which measures awareness, tolerance, relationships, flexibility, and self-management.
When Wang et al. (2016) conducted the data analysis for their study, they paid close
attention to the pattern found in the leaders in agreement with their subordinates. Wang et
al. claimed that previous research suggested that this subgroup of school-based leaders
who were in agreement with their subordinates may have been the most effective in their
roles. Wang et al. (2016) concluded that the self-ratings of emotional competence were
significantly correlated with the self-ratings of transformational leadership.
In contrast to most of the leadership studies canvassed for this literature review,
the Van Oosten et al. (2019) study included leaders from a financial service organization
as the participants, and the study focused on leaders outside of K–12 education. Van
Oosten et al. (2019) claimed that emotional intelligence had been considered a hallmark
for highly effective leaders for nearly three decades. The study included characteristics of
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personal vision, engagement, leader job performance, and career satisfaction as the
variables and executive coaching as the mediating variable. The study is included in this
literature review because its findings indicated that emotional and social competence, in
addition to executive coaching, can have a significant impact on leaders’ performance
and increased engagement in their work.
Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) research began in the 1980s when they surveyed
business and government executives regarding the characteristics of leaders they wanted
to follow. Kouzes and Posner (2012) argued that their research did not vary across levels
of education, age groups, ethnicities, countries, cultures, or genders. They found that the
majority of the participants surveyed found four characteristics to be the highly rated:


Honest



Forward-looking



Competent



Inspiring (p. 35)

Similar to Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) research, Mutch (2015) found that
empowering others was a strong character trait, just like Kouzes and Posner (2012), who
noted that inspiration was apparent in their study. In contrast to both Sutherland’s (2017)
and Wilson’s (2020) research, Kouzes and Posner (2012) did not reveal the characteristic
of trust. The characteristic of forward-looking proved to be a highly rated characteristic in
Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) study and may have a close association in the current
research on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and its effect on leadership.
Chapter Summary

36

This review of the empirical literature reveals the effects on children and
adolescents’ mental health in the aftermath of natural disasters. A better understanding of
how children are affected by a natural disaster offers insight into how school-based
leaders navigated the COVID-19 pandemic crisis and its aftermath in schools. The
COVID-19 pandemic has affected the entire world, and educational systems have been at
the forefront of the crisis.
The studies included in this literature review examined the effects of trauma on
children after a traumatic event and the school-based leadership characteristics needed
after those traumatic events. These studies found PTS, PTSD, and PTG in some children
and adolescents after experiencing traumatic events. PTG theory was explored in
Chapter 1 to identify the possible correlation between an event, like the COVID-19
pandemic, and the impact it had or could have on the social and emotional well-being of
children.
The leadership characteristics examined thus far derived from the theoretical
frameworks of leadership in crisis and management in crisis, as well as pandemic
leadership frameworks and a social-emotional framework. The researched leadership
characteristics of leaders through crisis situations have been studied and will continue to
be studied throughout the continuing events related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
To examine the experience of elementary school principals during the aftermath
of the COVID-19 pandemic, a grounded theory, qualitative research study was designed
and conducted. Chapter 3 presents the research design and context of this study, the
methodology, a discussion of the data collection, and the data analysis that were created
to answer the study’s research questions.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
General Perspective or Introduction
Chapter 3 summarizes the research methodology for this grounded theory study
by examining the characteristics required of elementary school principals to address the
SEL competencies for elementary school-aged children following a worldwide pandemic.
Chapter 3 describes the alignment between the problem statement, research questions,
and design. An overview of the research participants, data collection, and data analysis
method is also included in Chapter 3
The effect the COVID-19 pandemic had on children’s social infrastructure
underscores the need for examining the characteristics required for elementary school
principals to successfully support students (Zengin et al., 2021). There is a limited
number of studies on the psychological effects the COVID-19 pandemic has had on
children (Lee, 2020). Current gaps in the literature include basic information on the
characteristics and tendencies required from school leaders to support students’ poor
mental health outcomes following the worldwide pandemic (Jones et al., 2021).
The purpose of this grounded theory study was to examine Upstate New York
elementary school principals’ experiences in addressing the social and emotional wellbeing of their students before, at the start of, and as they continued through the COVID19 pandemic. The intent of this study was to identify the leadership characteristics of
elementary school principals to address the social and emotional needs of students during

39

a global pandemic. The following research questions were answered by the interview
data:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working in within
Upstate New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start
of the COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional wellbeing?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
This research study provides the findings to these questions to inform elementary school
principals in their professional practice and to guide them in the development of a
leadership model or theory that promotes the overall social and emotional well-being for
elementary school students.
Research Design
Marshall and Rossman et al. (2016) stated that qualitative research methodologies
are well-established important modes of inquiry for the social sciences and applied fields
such as education. Qualitative researchers approach the world with a set of beliefs and
ideas about the nature of being, reality, and truth (Chamberlain-Salaun et al., 2013).
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Corbin and Strauss (2008) stated that qualitative research is discovery, not a mode of
trying to control variables but to discover them. The specific methodology used in this
research is grounded theory.
A grounded research theory approach was selected to frame this study and to
address the research questions. Corbin and Strauss (2008) argued that techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory derive from “listening to the data.” Listening
allows for information to be heard. According to Charmaz (2006), knowing rests on a
theory of how people develop knowledge.
Constructivist grounded theory was determined to be the most appropriate
methodology for this qualitative study because no theory addresses a contemporary issue
like the COVID-19 pandemic and the interpretation of the social phenomenon of interest
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The constructivist approach emphasizes slowing down to
see and understand experience (Wertz et al., 2011). Constructivists focus on how and
sometimes why participants build meaning and actions in specific situations (Charmaz,
2006). Wertz et al. (2011) stated that researchers who employ constructivist grounded
theory aim to understand the experience and its meanings as do their research
participants.
This grounded theory study facilitated the analysis of the research participants’
experiences to develop a potential theory or leadership model. This derived theory
reveals the required leadership characteristics of elementary school principals to address
students’ social and emotional well-being as they continued to work their way through
and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Potential biases existed relating to the researcher’s 8 years spent as an elementary
school vice-principal and principal. Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated that the
background of the researcher has the potential to shape the trajectory of the study. The
researcher employed reflexive journaling during this study, which helped the researcher
keep her biases under control.
Research Context
This study recruited principal participants from three counties in Upstate New
York State. At the time of this study, the counties consisted of a total of 25 different
public school districts and 73 elementary schools. Having urban, suburban, and rural
elementary school representation was important for this study. Each demographic
represents its own unique resources and complexities for the school-based leadership
serving within each of these environments; therefore, two of the school districts included
in this study had at least one urban, one rural, and one suburban elementary school.
Elementary school principals who worked in the same school district as the researcher
were excluded from this study.
Research Participants
Upon approval from St. John Fisher College’s Institutional Review Board (IRB),
recruitment for the participants for this study began. Recruitment occurred through the
distribution of an email (Appendix A) to a purposive group of elementary school
principals within the studied counties. The principals’ email addresses were gathered
from district websites. The purposive sampling aimed to include a variety of principals
from a range of school districts with different ages and genders of principals, and with
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various amounts of experience as school principals. This allowed for well-rounded theory
development.
To qualify for participation in this study, the volunteers had to have served as
elementary school principals as of the 2018–2019 school year, and they had to have
remained in the same school district from January 2020 until the time of their interviews.
This requirement ensured that each participant was an elementary school principal before
the COVID-19 pandemic and continued to be an elementary school principal as this
research study took place. Table 3.1 shows the participant demographics gathered from
the demographic questionnaire.

Table 3.1
Participant Demographics
Grade Levels
Serviced

Urban, Suburban,
Rural

Years of
leadership

Number of leadership
years in district during
COVID

Elementary Principal 1

PreK–5

urban

15

2

Elementary Principal 2

K–4

suburban

28

2

Elementary Principal 3

PreK–5

urban

10

2

Elementary Principal 4

PreK–6

suburban

6

2

Elementary Principal 5

PreK–5

rural

4

2

Elementary Principal 6

PreK–4

suburban

8

2

Elementary Principal 7

PreK–8

urban

10

2

Elementary Principal 8

K–5

rural

17

2

Participant Code

Exemptions from studies currently happen in the world of research. The
elementary school principals who were working in the researchers’ same school district
were exempt from this study, as well as any existing elementary school principal who the
researcher supervised during her time as principal.
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Instruments Used for Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted in this study. Charmaz (2006) stated
that interviewing should be flexible. Through interviews, ideas and issues can emerge,
and interviewers can pursue leads. Galletta and Cross (2013) claimed that two important
tasks must take place when interviewing: the researcher must listen closely to the points
that need clarification and further explanation, and the researcher must be aware of the
areas during the interview that need to be revisited for later elaboration and further
reflection.
The interview protocol (Appendix B) constructed for this study was developed by
the researcher. The interview tool, prior to the start of this research, was piloted with five
elementary school principals who were employed outside of the studied school districts.
All of the elementary school principals who answered the interview questions as part of
the pilot provided feedback to the research on the interview tool.
In quantitative studies, validity and reliability are important when developing and
testing an instrument to determine its trustworthiness (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).
However, in qualitative research, trustworthiness is a common standard. Marshall and
Rossman (2016) argued that a study’s potential trustworthiness cannot merely be
measured based on its design, but it is measured by how the research remains ethically
engaged. Ethical considerations were maintained throughout this study. The participants
were informed they could stop the interview at any time, without repercussion, and if
they became distraught, the researcher would stop the interview and refer them to their
districts’ employee assistance program.
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Procedures Used for Data Collection
This study used semi-structured interviews that were recorded through the Zoom
videoconferencing platform. All the information collected was kept confidential by
omitting the participants’ names and schools. Each participant was given a label of
“Elementary School Principal” and a number. The interviews took approximately 50–70
minutes for each participant. The interviews that were recorded using both the video and
audio feature were transcribed through Zoom. The transcriptions were checked by the
researcher to ensure that accurate data were captured. Each research participant had the
right to request a copy of their video and audio transcription. The interviews were
scheduled at the convenience of the participants. Each participant was informed of their
rights as a participant in this study. Part of the procedures during this study included an
explanation of how confidentiality would be kept throughout the research study. The
participants were informed that all data collected would be stored on a passwordprotected computer in password-protected files. Consent forms were distributed to the
research participants to review and sign prior to the start of the interviews. All consent
forms were sent to the participants through email.
To ensure the confidentiality and safety of this research, after all the data were
collected, each participant’s video was deleted. Each participant’s audio transcription will
be saved for 3 years within a password-protected file on a password-protected laptop
within the researchers’ home office. The file is labeled “Elementary School Principal”
with the assigned number. The researcher informed the participants that she might return
to the participant after their first conversation to ask follow-up questions that may have
emerged after the first interview. All participants were informed of this step in writing
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prior at the start of the study. This action was discretionary based on the research’s needs
and the participants’ availability and interest.
While collecting the research, it was important for the researcher to take analytic
memos throughout the data analysis process so the researcher could document her
thoughts and not leave them to memory (Saldaña, 2016). Blaikie and Priest (2017) argued
that a researcher must remain aware of the ontological and epistemological consequences
of practicalities, meanings, and concepts during an interview that may be introduced as a
way of remaining constantly alert and reflexive. This grounded theory research study had
the potential for interlocking the data collection and analysis processes.
Procedures Used for Data Analysis
Grounded theory emphasizes data analysis and simultaneous data collection and
analysis, and it provides tools for constructing theories (Wertz et al., 2011). The purpose
of this study was to take a contemporary phenomenon—the COVID-19 pandemic—and
construct a theory out of the collected data. Tentative theoretical categories helped to
inform the subsequent data collection in grounded theory, allowing for the researcher to
interact with the data (Wertz et al., 2011).
Charmaz (2006) argued that coding within grounded theory requires the
researcher to stop and ask analytic questions to further understand the studied life but to
also to gather data toward issues that are to be defined. This study used coding, labeling,
and the identification of emerging categories to connect to each piece of data. This study
employed the four-phase coding process consisting of initial coding, focused coding,
theoretical coding, and axial coding described by Charmaz (2006).
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Initial coding is conducted by identifying a collection of data anchored in actions
and then evaluating the remainder of the data in light of those actionable data pieces
(Charmaz, 2016). During the first round of coding in this study, actions were identified
without preexisting categories. The second major phase in coding is referred to as
focused coding. Focused coding employs synthesizing and explaining larger segments of
data after a line-by-line coding is conducted (Charmaz, 2016). Following focused coding
comes the theoretical coding. Theoretical coding can bring together hypotheses and
theories. Theoretical codes can identify relationships in the focused coding (Charmaz,
2016). Charmaz (2016) stated the purpose of the final coding stage—axial coding—is to
sort, synthesize, and organize the data. During this phase, categories were linked with
subcategories. Glaser (1992) argued that axial coding allows the researcher to weave a
broken story back together.
Summary
This study involved interviewing elementary school principals in counties in
Upstate New York to assess their perspectives on the required characteristics needed for
elementary school principals to address the social and emotional well-being of students
before, at the start of, and during the COVID-19 pandemic. The knowledge and
construction of the theory of forecasted leadership was gained from this study and
contributes to the literature and research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
educational and social and emotional well-being of elementary school-aged children.
This grounded theory study used purposive sampling to build a pool of
participants for semi-structured interviews. These semi-structured interviews were audiorecorded and member-checked, as well as transcribed to ensure confirmability. The
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researcher kept to the initial, focused, theoretical, and axial coding to warrant concrete
data collection and data analysis processes that worked in tandem with one another.
Memo writing was employed to ensure the data being extracted were true and gave an
opportunity for reflexivity. The data collection process concluded once the data reached
saturation and a theory emerged.
IRB approval is a requirement at the doctoral level when conducting research.
The IRB ensured that the researcher followed the appropriate steps to protect the rights of
the study’s human participants. Table 3.2 outlines the steps that were completed by the
researcher upon IRB approval from St. John Fisher College:

Table 3.2
Steps Completed by the Researcher
Date

Steps

January 2022

The recruitment and selection of participants for this study
took place. A purposive sample was employed to recruit the
participants.

February 2022

Semi-structured interviews were scheduled via Zoom. Zoom
invitations were emailed to the participants using passwordprotected meeting links. Within this same month, interviews
were conducted via Zoom. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed as they took place.

March–April 2022

The data collected from the semi-structured interviews were
analyzed and coded using Charmaz’s (2016) four-phase
coding process.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine New York State public school
elementary principals’ leadership characteristics to address students’ social and emotional
well-being prior to and during the global COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, this research
examined supporting characteristics or actions employed during the three stages of the
pandemic: prior to, in the initial stages, and throughout March of 2022. Understanding
how elementary school principals reacted, enacted, pivoted, and led elementary schools
during the COVID-19 pandemic may help inform principals’ practices and policies on the
social and emotional well-being of elementary school-aged children in the future.
Purposive sampling included elementary school principals who met criteria of (a) being
employed as an elementary school principal, at the time of this study, within Upstate New
York counties, and (b) having been an elementary principal prior to or at the start of the
2018–2019 school year. Qualitative data were collected through one-on-one, semistructured interviews conducted via Zoom with eight public elementary school principals.
The data were analyzed using a constant comparative method. The “forecasted
leadership” theory emerged and is described within four core categories and 14 key
themes. The dimensions and properties of each category are described.
This study utilized the four-phase coding process consisting of initial coding,
focused coding, theoretical coding, and axial coding described by Charmaz (2006).
Tentative theoretical categories help to inform the subsequent data collection in grounded
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theory, allowing for the researcher to interact with the data (Wertz et al., 2011). Chapter 4
will align the participants’ perceptions by each research question. It is through this form
of analysis that the conceptual framework of forecasted leadership was developed.
Research Questions
The purpose of Chapter 4 is to report the findings of the research. Using grounded
theory methodology, the researcher sought to develop a theory that examined elementary
school principals’ leadership characteristics to address students’ social and emotional
well-being before, at the start of, and during the COVID-19 pandemic. The emerging
conceptual framework and model of forecasted leadership evolved from the three
research questions:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional well-being?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
Chapter 4 is organized by the four categories and 14 themes that emerged from
the answers to the semi-structured research interview questions. The data captured from
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the perspectives shaped the findings and conceptual framework in Chapter 4. The first
category, forecasting, incorporates the themes of awareness, vision, and planning. The
second category, communication, incorporates receiving, listening, and disseminating.
The third category, providing support, incorporates verbal, mental, physical, and flexible
support The final category, relationships, incorporates confidence, trust, accessibility, and
understanding. Table 4.1 shows a summary of the categories and themes of forecasted
leadership conceptual model as well as illustrating the dimensions and properties of the
themes.

Table 4.1
Forecasted Leadership Conceptual Framework
Category

Themes
Awareness
Vision

Forecasting
Planning
Receiving information

Communication

Listening
Disseminating
information
Verbally
Mentally

Providing
Support

Physically

Flexibility

Confidence
Trust
Relationships

Accessibility

Understanding

Dimensions and Properties
Learning
Identification
Preparedness
Designation of resources
Access
Forward thinking
Strategizing
Following guidelines
Setting Expectations
Various pathways (i.e., Memos, e-mails, social media platforms, verbal, and written)
Government
Media
Personnel (or staff)
Actively
Various pathways (i.e., Memos, e-mails, social media platforms, verbal, and written)
Asking questions
Checking-in
Health
Providing resources
Physical presence
Adapting
Changing \
Resiliency
In oneself
In others
In the information that is shared
In oneself
In others
Availability
Loss
Change
Hardships
Loss of resources
Loss of normalcy
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Category 1: Forecasting
The first category, forecasting, refers to the ability to calculate or predict, for a
future event or condition, based on the study and analysis of available pertinent data
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). The three themes identified in the forecasting category include
(a) awareness, (b) vision, and (c) planning.
Awareness. The participants described how they had to keep a constant sense of
awareness at the start of and during the continuation of the COVID-19 pandemic because
of the ever-changing information. They were also responsible for disseminating that
information to their school communities so they could be aware as well. The schools
were instructed to abide by the various CDC guidelines, federal and government
mandates, and practices more than suggested during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
participants described their constant learning of new information, and the identification of
what needed to remain, and what needed to be changed based on the day-to-day, hour-byhour information that was given to them.
In addition to the building operations, all staff had to have an awareness of the
students’ social and emotional well-being. When asked about the characteristics required
to lead the social and emotional work of their students before the pandemic, Elementary
Principal 2 stated:
We have to be patient and not be all about compliance. It’s not about driving kids
to comply. It’s about helping kids want to comply. And just understanding on
being aware that kids have to be emotionally stable and secure in order to be able
to learn. And you can’t keep pushing the rules and the curriculum when they are
not in a safe space. (p. 22)
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Vision. Once the participants had the information and awareness, they discussed
having to have foresight. Through these constant changes, there came a development of
foresight. The participants described in detail the characteristics that were needed to lead
the social and emotional well-being of students’ during the pandemic. Elementary
Principal 2 argued:
I think I would need to be a visionary and be able to forecast what might be
coming up next, what might be the long-term effects of this, and how can we . . .
be proactive in putting some things in place? We’ve been so reactive from the
beginning of this. (p. 23)
Planning. When faced with being given new information, then having the ability
to envision what this information would and could do, the participants discussed the
planning that went into their day-to-day operations of running an elementary school
building. Elementary Principal 1 described that, “I was trying to keep a pulse on what’s
going on with the teachers and trying to adjust as proactively as I can opposed to
reactively. I mean, there is always going to be some reactivity” (p. 24). Similarly,
Elementary Principal 2 expressed, “I think that the forethought and the planning will
make us more effective when students are struggling” (p. 16).
Additionally, when asked about what characteristics they felt they needed to lead
their students social and emotional well-being, Elementary Principal 2 disclosed that, “I
think I would be a visionary and be able to forecast what might be coming up next, what
might be the long-term effects of this and how can we . . . be proactive in putting some
things in place” (p. 15).
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After some point, the participants found themselves being forward thinkers. All
the participants stated that the information was constantly changing, and they had to be
ready for it by strategizing the next “thing” and by developing expectations. Elementary
Principal 5 validated this when asked what leadership characteristics needed to be further
developed after reflecting back on their leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic:
They just had to change more week to week, sometimes, than if we had, as a
team, and if I, myself, had forecasted, “okay, this is what’s coming, let’s be
ready.” But I think I was still in a place of, “No, it’s going to work, we’re going to
come back, we’re going to get to say goodbye, we’re going to be back in person.”
So, honestly, that was a time where . . . I let my emotional thinking taint my
logistical managerial mindset a bit. (p. 17)
Category 2: Communication
The second category, communication, is a characteristic that all eight participants
spoke about in their interviews. This category was separated into three themes:
(a) receiving information, (b) listening, and (c) disseminating information, which was due
to the magnitude of the information that needed to be integrated.
The participants routinely spoke about being the sole communicator for their
school building. Additionally, they described dealing with the ever-changing information
that was communicated to them. One participant highlighted that her modes of
communication and knowledge of how to communicate through social media platforms
increased as a result of the pandemic. Elementary Principal 3 mentioned how her
communication avenues expanded by, “having the ability to connect with people through
Facebook Live, which was not even a skill I had prior to March 2020” (p. 18). A positive

54

experience voiced by Elementary Principal 3 from the pandemic is that it made a longlasting impact on them as leaders and their school communities, and the pandemic
provided this leader with a new skill set that they continued to use.
Receiving Information. This particular theme surfaced throughout the interviews
in two ways: (a) by the information and programs these leaders used to address the SEL
of their students, and through the various pathways they were receiving information
regarding the pandemic and being responsible for disseminating the information out into
their school communities.
The participants cited various social and emotion programs they had access to
within their district. All participants used either the Second Step family of programs,
positive behavioral interventions supports (PBIS), character education, or the Positivity
Project—or a combination of two of the programs.
Elementary Principal 8 mentioned using the Positivity Project in collaboration
with some organic efforts by the school counselors, saying, “Counselors were getting into
classrooms every month. Using like a Tier 1 screening tool. The counselors built a
curriculum based on these screeners and tied it into our Positivity Project stuff” (p. 3).
Three out of the eight participants spoke specifically about their implementation of
Second Step when asked about receiving information. Elementary Principal 5 disclosed:
My PreK-2 teachers delivered in the classroom, and then my 3–5 health is one of
the special area classes, so they get those lessons in health class. So, it has been 5
or 6 years since we started using Second Step. And then we have PBIS here and
have been doing that for the last 4 years. (p. 2)
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Later in the interview, I asked Elementary Principal 5 if any resources had changed since
March of 2020, and they stated, “I would have to say we switched to a digital format for
Second Step, partially as a result of what happened” (p. 6).
Continuous information was being disseminated through various outlets at the
start and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. The main sources of this information were
coming from the media, the federal government, the state government, the CDC, local
health departments, and a myriad of social media outlets. The elementary school
principals were charged with keeping up with the constant change in the guidelines and
directives as they led their way through the pandemic. Elementary Principal 3 validated
this by discussing the pathways in which their children received information, such as the
information about the pandemic and the nationally covered death of George Floyd:
You have to be very careful in motoring what your child was receiving as
information and depending upon the parents and their understanding of what
impact would be to children, you may or may not [be able to] strongly protect
children at that time (p. 7).
Listening. All eight participants talked about communication, and an equal
amount spoke about how they were listening. They were listening to directives, news
media outlets, staff, parents and guardians, and many other outlets. The participants had
to actively listen in order to process and articulate the information to and for others.
While Elementary Principal 1 recognized her role had changed as a listener, she stated, “I
have done a lot more individual check-ins and just trying to . . . be there and listen to
adults; trying to be understanding” (p. 14).
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Disseminating Information. All the participants discussed the dissemination of
information through their interviews. Elementary school principals historically have been
responsible for providing information to stakeholders, but the COVID-19 pandemic
intensified this. The participants were asked to reflect on the effect the COVID-19
pandemic had on their own social and emotional well-being. Elementary Principal 4
expressed:
I overthink things. And I think as far as the pandemic and how that’s affected me,
I think knowing, as a leader, there’s times when you can’t overthink things. You
can think about the decisions that you have to make, but you make the best
decision that you can, given the information you have, and then you have to be
okay with that and move on. There were times when I had to deliver information
or pieces of information and be okay with that. And I had to be okay saying I
can’t answer that, I don’t know but we’ll figure that out.” I think that, too, is big
(p. 29)
Category 3: Providing Support
The third category, providing support, covered a large territory. All eight
participants spoke about some type of support throughout their interviews. This support
ranged from how they supported their students, their staff, their school communities, to
the support they needed as well. This support surfaced through four dimensions and
properties to include (a) verbally, (b) mentally, (c) physically, and (d) flexibility.
Verbal Support. A commonality that surfaced throughout all the interviews was
the disclosure about “check-ins.” These check-ins primarily took place at the start of the
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COVID-19 pandemic with students and their families, and then, later down the line, it
expanded to staff members. Elementary Principal 8 described a check-in:
I had to reach out to some people and be like, “How are you doing? How are
things going?” I had to reach out to teachers, too, because, well, that’s a whole
different question you probably have about the mental health of teachers and
stuff, it’s a lot. (p. 12)
About half of the participants mentioned the lack of verbal support that students
were showing toward one another since they reunited back into the schools. When asked
about the effect of the social and emotional well-being of the students since returning to
school, Elementary Principal 1 stated:
But what I am noticing is a lot more problems with face-to-face communications
between peers. There is a lot more issues in group chats and stuff like that at the
elementary level. It started a little bit last year but intensified this year with threats
and unkind words. (p. 5)
Mental Support. Elementary Principal 2 described mental support for both the
children and the staff:
So, my primary role, even though the client is the child, right, that everything I do
is for the child, my primary role is supporting the staff so that they can do their
jobs with children. (p. 8)
Needing to be compassionate about those people that weren’t able to be
resilient and needed that extra stroking on a daily basis. I kept saying, “it’s going
to be okay.” So, part cheerleader, part compassion, part therapist, part patient.
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There are a few that are still struggling even though we are almost back to normal.
This really might have taken a toll on them emotionally. (p. 9)
Physical Support. The physical health of their people at the start of and
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic was a constant worry for most of the participants
because of the disease but also because the students’ the schools were unable to find
during that time. For some participants, they had students who seemed to be nowhere to
be found shortly after the pandemic started. Support from the schools were often
deployed in attempts to merely find students to ensure they were safe, as well as to
provide them with the needed resources. Elementary Principal 3 validated this by
explaining that, “Once we hit the pandemic, we continued to provide support to those
children, but the shift really went to supplying not only [for] their emotional needs, but
also their physical needs for food” (p. 1).
When asked the question, “What structures/resources for social and emotional
well-being did you employ to respond to what was happening during January–June
2020,” two participants shared a commonality in their responses. Elementary Principal 7
stated, “Our team deployed a lot of computers, hot spots, clothes, food, and other items.
We had a lot of kids who just disappeared, so we had to involve CPS many times.” (p. 6).
Similarly, Elementary Principal 4 experienced a loss of students at the start of the
pandemic:
We just continuously met. It was about the kids that weren’t showing up and
where are they, doing home visits, and in the middle of COVID, doing home
visits. But we had to because we had some vulnerable kids and needed to connect
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them back to school. And once school was removed, to where a child reporting
every day and you’re seeing them, that was hard, that was really hard. (p. 14)
When asked the question, “Do you feel your own social and emotional well-being
has been affected since the start of the pandemic,” most of the participants said yes,
which was followed by some type of personal reflection. Three out of the eight principals
discussed some type of self-care within their responses. It appeared that the leaders were
so completely focused on taking care of everyone else, they forgot to take care of
themselves. Elementary Principal 3 reflected that she was impacted emotionally and
physically and that she had started new habits:
I take time in the morning just to read or pray and to pull myself into a place. I’ve
become more vocal about my needs, and I’ll keep to my own needs because that’s
as important as meetings others’ needs, right? (p. 24)
Similarly, Elementary Principal 6 acknowledged taking time for self-care:
I need to take time for self-care. And I’ve reflected on that, and I’ve made some
changes for that. I take a lot on. It’s hard falling asleep at night, because you’re
worried about your staff, you’re worried about the kids that go home at night, and
all those things. (p. 17)
Likewise, Elementary Principal 5 stated:
So, some of my people were noticing that I was teetering towards not being okay
and helped me to see, “Okay, you’re not okay.” You’ve got to figure this out
because these people, these kids, these teachers, everybody’s depending on you.
(p. 16)
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An acknowledgement of one’s needs is both internal and external. The COVID-19
protocols and the requirement of social distancing was something people in New York
State never had to live through. Elementary Principal 3 stated:
Sometimes people just needed to be held and that was very scary that I am going
to allow somebody into my physical space, but it’s difficult to look at somebody
who is struggling and say, “well, gee, it’s really not socially distancing
appropriate.” (p. 10)
In summary, physical support ranged from the basic necessities students and their
families needed, the physical health of the leaders interviewed, to the basic need for
physical touch and interaction.
Flexibility. Resilience is a successful adaptation derived from environmental
challenges and a resistance to psychological and physical stress (Wu et al., 2013). One
requirement at the start of the pandemic and throughout was the ability to change when
needed. Elementary Principal 1 emphasized this when they said:
I feel like because, in society, we were pretty much going on the train tracks of
life and everybody knew what to expect. We were just going on a long train ride.
And, then, I think COVID hit, the train turned into a rollercoaster, and everyone’s
world and everything got flipped and turned upside down. So, I feel like that’s
why change is required on our end as leaders. We cannot continue to just keep
going on the train tracks when it’s a rollercoaster. We have to shift, too. (p. 17)
Elementary Principal 3 stated, “One of the qualities of a leader, when looking at
the social and emotional needs of students, you have to be flexible, creative, and you
have to have a solid. . . . You have to lean into your own intuition” (p. 5). When asked
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how a principals’ own social and emotional well-being was affected, Elementary
Principal 2 reflected: “Maybe I became more resilient. I think I became more social since
we came back to school” (p. 19).
Category 4: Relationships
The fourth and final category, relationships, was mentioned often in all the
participants’ interviews, as a required focus, as well as being the catalyst for addressing
the social and emotional well-being of not only their students but everyone they led and
served. Setting the foundation for building trust and positive relationships takes time.
Covey and Merrill (2018) argued that a leader must have trust and confidence in oneself
before these characteristics are demonstrated to the people they serve. One must build
trust, display confidence and competence, have clear and consistent lines of
communication, and model the characteristics they wish to see in the people they are
serving.
Confidence. Covey and Merrill (2018) discussed the first wave of trust involving
the confidence we have in ourselves. This is considered self-trust. The idea centers
around being trustworthy to ourselves and others (Covey & Merrill, 2018). Elementary
Principal 7 discussed the leadership characteristic of autonomy. They explained that by
providing their staff with autonomy before and during the pandemic, it allowed for a
fostering of confidence. Elementary Principal 7 affirmed: “I have always given my staff
freedom. By doing so, it boosts their confidence and allows good ideas to come from
teachers, so they feel a part of the plan” (p. 3). Elementary Principal 7 later stated, “I
think the biggest thing is to make sure that the staff feel like their a part of the decisions
and not always being told what to do” (p. 7).
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In contrast, some of the elementary school principals’ confidence was questioned
when the COVID-19 pandemic arrived. When asked what leadership characteristics were
required before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, Elementary Principal 8 questioned
arrogance:
I think those were the good old days, at that point. I remember, and it’s an
arrogant way to say it, or maybe it’s an arrogant thought, but I thought, at that
point, I had been an administrator for, I think, 15 years at that point. I don’t know.
I’ve lost track to be honest, but I almost felt like I had seen it all or seen
something similar that I could apply my experience to, and along came COVID
and slapped me in the face about that and made me rethink things. But that is
good. (p. 4)
Similarly, Elementary Principal 1 expressed:
There were times when I felt like, “wow, I’m taking a back seat here.” And I
don’t know if it was me or if it was just seeing how things were going, but I, like,
I was taking a back seat. (p. 12)
Elementary Principal 1 later on disclosed, “I feel like I need to rebuild again and put
myself out there more, again, as a leader of the building” (p. 13).
Trust. Covey and Merrill (2018) argued when a person trusts someone, they have
confidence in the other person’s integrity and abilities. Elementary Principal 4 recognized
the trust that must be earned among their staff. This leader focused on what they called,
“collective commitments.” They expanded on how these “collective commitments”
established trust, especially with a staff member who questioned the use of the words
being followed through with actions:
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I think that’s one of those things that helped him see that we’re doing this work
together because we are committing to it, and we are going to hold each other
accountable to it. I think that teacher, along with a small group, probably, that,
there’s always that small group that you have to earn their trust. And you do
because you are in it with them. I think that goes back to the characteristic that
you’re walking it with them. I’m part of PLCs [professional learning
communities] in, not their weekly meetings, but to support them in what they
need. And I’m all about kids and they know that. But I had to earn it, they didn’t
know it at first. (p. 11)
Elementary Principal 7 validated this demonstration of not only confidence, but
the trust they had in their staff, “I have always given my staff freedom. By doing so, it
boosts their confidence and allows good ideas to come from teachers, so they feel a part
of the plan” (p. 3).
Trust can be measured within basic interactions. Elementary Principal 2 was
asked a follow-up question to a common thread that was spoken throughout their
responses regarding the support of their staff:
Most of the time I have them coming in, closing my door, crying if they need to,
asking for help, they’re comfortable coming and saying things. They are willing
to ask for help when they need it, and they know that I’m going to help them, help
them figure it out. (p. 10)
Accessibility. The COVID-19 pandemic not only increased and challenged
elementary school principal’s accessibility, it also decreased their ability to access
resources. There was a continuous realization among the participants that the roles and
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responsibilities of principals had changed once the COVID-19 pandemic hit. The
realization on how levels of accessibility for elementary principals has increased since the
start of the pandemic. Elementary Principal 7 expressed:
It is different now. You’re almost managing equipment, managing people,
managing personalities; it’s just so different. I am now the manager of COVID
testing and contact tracing. These are things that are above and beyond the general
duties of a principal. (p. 9)
The accessibility for basic needs and supplies for children and their families
intensified at the start of the pandemic, and schools were charged with providing families
with what they needed. Elementary Principal 7 affirmed this:
We used our support staff, outside agencies, administrators, and teachers. I can’t
tell you how many runs we made to houses, bringing them work, food, and
supplies. Our staff was not bashful, and they were not afraid to get in their cars
and drive to a kid’s house when it was needed. (p. 6)
Understanding. Throughout the interview process, the participants frequently
spoke about understanding when it came to understanding new information, student
behaviors, staff behaviors, feelings, emotions, and at certain points, not understanding
what was happening. Elementary Principal 3 provided a response anchored in what
leaders must possess:
As a leader, you have to understand what’s happening in the world and how it
impacts the children. You have to have ears to hear, but you also need that third
eye. The old people used to say, you have to have this eye right here that allows
you to hear what people are saying, but also hear the things they are not saying
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and look at body language and say, “what does that language of the body
speaking to me?” (p. 5)
Leadership characteristics required from elementary principals prior to the pandemic to
address the social and emotional well-being of their students was discussed by
Elementary Principal 4:
I think, as far as characteristics, I think a part of it is you have to have that
understanding. It’s almost like forward thinking or a head of. What are going to
be the issues? What am I going to hear? What is going to be the roadblock or a
barrier that’s going to come up as we implement this work? I think that’s probably
one of the biggest, is like I mentioned the time, that’s typically a response, is how
do we make time? But my response is “we always make time for the things we
value. And if we are saying we value this, then we make time for it, we figure
those things out.” (p. 9)
As the principals reflected back to the start of the pandemic, Elementary Principal
6 explained that with understanding comes acknowledgment:
Our school is a family, and we are all in this together. And I want to keep the
same moving forward. There have been pockets of time where I’m like, “the
feeling here is not that good.” And I have gone right to the staff and said, “we’ve
got to come back as a family. We are all in this together. We’ve got to remain in
solidarity and work together to make this best for all of us and for the kids.”
(p. 16)
Loss was not only surfacing in the form of children going missing. Many of the
elementary principals were facing loss consisting of staff members and their families.
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Two out of the eight participants spoke about loss in the details. Elementary Principal 3
noted a lot of needs at that time, saying, “Family members were passing.” Elementary
Principal 1 discussed losing both their mom and dad within 1 year—on top of the deaths
of the family members of their staff. The sense of loss extended to the loss of resources
and sense of normalcy. Almost all of the participants in this study spoke about the
deployment of resources to their families at the start of the pandemic.
Summary of Results
The purpose of this qualitative study was to develop a conceptual framework and
model that examined elementary school principals’ characteristics to address their
students’ social and emotional well-being before, at the start of, and during the COVID19 pandemic. The collective perspectives of the elementary school principals led to the
emerging theory of forecasted leadership. The four categories and 14 themes that
surfaced from the data and were discussed in this chapter were: first, forecasting,
incorporating the three themes of: (a) awareness, (b) vision, and (c) planning. The second
category, communication, incorporated the three themes of: (a) receiving, (b) listening,
and (c) disseminating. The third category, providing support, incorporated four themes
of: (a) verbal, (b) mental, (c) physical, and (d) flexible support. The final category,
relationships, incorporated the four themes of: (a) confidence, (b) trust, (c) accessibility,
and (d) understanding. All categories and themes related to answering the following three
research questions:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
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regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working in within
Upstate New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start
of the COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional wellbeing?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the findings, limitations,
recommendations, and conclusion of this study. Additionally, the conceptual model for
forecasted leadership is unveiled and discussed. This finished grounded theory and
theoretical model is deeply rooted in the constructs of reality (Charmaz, 2006).
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has proven to be a contemporary issue not only for
elementary school principals, but also for leaders around the world. Chapter 5
summarizes the results of the research study that examined elementary school principals’
leadership characteristics to address students’ social and emotional well-being during the
three stages of the pandemic: prior to, in the early stages, and through March of 2022.
Additionally, this chapter includes the implications of the findings, in addition to the
limitations of the study, and recommendations for further considerations.
The purpose of this study was to explore the required leadership characteristics of
elementary school principals and how those leadership characteristics addressed the
overall social and emotional well-being of students during the pandemic. This study also
explored the leadership characteristics elementary school principal participants believed
are needed as they continue through the COVID-19 pandemic. This study also provides
the first empirical examination of elementary school principals’ experiences with
addressing the social and emotional well-being of students’ during a pandemic that
started in January 2020. The effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on children’s
mental health emphasizes the need for examining the leadership characteristics required
of elementary school principals in such a time in history.
A conceptual framework and model emerged through a constant comparative
method of coding that embodied one view among many (Charmaz, 2006). The
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participants were chosen using purposive sampling that included representation from
urban, suburban, and rural school communities. The researcher employed reflexive
journaling during this study. Reflexive journaling ensured the researcher kept biases
under control while eliciting the participants interpretation of their own experiences
(Charmaz, 2006).
The research questions conducted to guide this study were:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional well-being?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
This chapter discusses the implications of the findings, limitations, and
recommendations for further research, policies, and practices. In addition, through a
grounded theory methodology, a conceptual model of forecasted leadership is introduced
and explained. The conceptual model of forecasted leadership encompasses the
characteristics derived from the constant comparative coding process used in this study.
The findings and creation of the conceptual model regarding forecasted leadership has the
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potential to assist school administration preparation programming; professional learning
for elementary school principals and similar leadership; and further development of
social and emotional learning policies, practices, and program development.
Implications of Findings
This inquiry involved the examination of elementary school principals’ leadership
characteristics to address students’ social and emotional well-being before, at the start of,
and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, through the lens of listening to
elementary school principals’ perceptions of the characteristics and actions to lead, as
well as their ability to forecast what was needed when leading through this contemporary
time in history. The collected perceptions of the elementary school principals are
depicted in the conceptual model entitled forecasted leadership (Figure 5.1).

71

Figure 5.1
Conceptual Model of Forecasted Leadership

This constructivist grounded theory study (or approach) provides insight into four
categories that emerged from the study. Categories embedded in this model are: (a)
forecasting, (b) communication, (c) providing support, and (d) relationships. The three
themes identified in the forecasting category include (a) awareness, (b) visionary, and
(c) planning. The communication category was separated into three themes: (a) receiving
information, (b) listening, and (c) disseminating information. The providing support
category was separated into four themes: (a) verbally, (b) mentally, (c) physically, and
(d) flexibility. The relationship category was separated into four themes: (a) confidence,
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(b) trust, (c) accessibility, and (d) understanding. Dimensions and properties were also
created to encapsulate a clear and deeper meaning of the participants’ responses.
The abstraction of the participants’ direct quotes, coupled with a constant
comparative coding process led to the development of a conceptual framework and model
of, forecasted leadership. The implications of the findings align the research questions to
the perceptions of the elementary principals and their responses.
The first focus area of forecasting aligned with Research Questions 2 and 3. The
three themes identified in the forecasting category include (a) awareness, (b) visionary,
and (c) planning. The two dimensions and properties included under awareness are (a)
learning and (b) identification. The three dimensions and properties under the visionary
theme include: (a) preparedness, (b) designation (or design) of resources, and (c) access.
The final theme, planning, encompassed four dimensions and properties that include
(a) forward thinking, (b) strategizing, (c) following guidelines, and (d) setting
expectations.
Previously, forecasting was utilized by meteorologists when forecasting weather.
The main responsibility of meteorologists is to make the public aware of the weather that
lies ahead. Meteorologists are constantly learning and sharing information, while also
bringing an awareness of the weather to better prepare people for their day-to-day
activities, and, at times, natural disasters.
Given the constant nature of the ever-evolving changes that came from the
COVID-19 pandemic, the participants expressed the visionary measures that are required
for being prepared, designing resources, and access. Under the planning theme, the
forward-thinking dimension or property aligned with Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) study

73

found forward looking to be a highly rated characteristic. This category encompasses the
characteristics that lead to the decisions that elementary school principals must make to
foster and sustain the social and emotional learning and well-being for students (Frey et
al., 2019).
The second focus area of communication aligned with Research Questions 1, 2,
and 3. Similarly, Howat et al. (2012) identified communication, resolving tension,
coordinating with other services, and learning from the past in the study they conducted
with school-based leadership. The category of communication was a characteristic. The
communication category was separated into three themes: (a) receiving information,
(b) listening, and (c) disseminating information. The one dimension or property under
receiving information is various pathways (i.e., memos, emails, and social media
platforms—verbal and written). The second theme, listening, includes four categories or
properties: (a) government, (b) media, (c) personnel (or staff), and (d) actively. The final
theme under communication, disseminating information, includes two dimensions or
properties: (a) accurately and (b) various pathways (i.e., memos, emails, and social media
platforms—verbal, and written).
News and media outlets, including social media, were main, sources of
information at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. This pandemic precipitated a media
coverage frenzy. School leaders had to navigate through this, as well as the everchanging information provided by federal and local government, CDC, and their county’s
health department. The U.S. media remains polarized along party lines, proving that—
depending on where you live in the United States—the dissemination of accurate
information may not be the same as in other parts of the country (Critton, 2020).
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Communication was a consistent characteristic that all the participants spoke of
throughout all three of the research questions. Similarly, a qualitative study conducted by
Reyes-Guerra et al. (2021) encompassed the frameworks of crisis leadership,
transformative leadership, and social capital constitution (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). The
five characteristics that emerged from the principals’ responses were being an effective
communicator, leading with flexibility, being creative and caring, shifting priorities, and
showing resilience under pressure (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). Regarding resilience,
Notman (2015) found in their study that school-based leaders’ levels of satisfaction and
positive feelings surfaced through their interviews. The school principals felt “pleased”
about the outcomes of challenging meetings and restoring relationships among all
stakeholders (Notman, 2015). Not only was there a correlation between the
communication category in this study, but under the providing support category when it
came to the flexibility theme, specifically in regard to resilience.
The third focus area of providing support aligned with Research Questions 1, 2,
and 3. The providing support category was separated into four themes: (a) verbally,
(b) mentally, (c) physically, and (d) flexibility. The first theme, verbally, and the second
theme, mentally share two dimensions or properties: (a) asking questions and
(b) checking-in. The third theme physically consists of three dimensions or properties:
(a) health, (b) providing resources, and (c) physical contact. The final theme, flexibility
under providing support includes three dimensions or properties: (a) adapting,
(b) changing, and (c) resiliency.
Sutherland (2017) stated that adapting is something school-based leaders are
expected to do after a crisis occurs. Similarly, all the participants talked about the various
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changes and adapting that occurred at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Calhoun and
Tedschi (2010) similarly discussed, within post-traumatic growth theory, that these
participants could have been accepting their “changed” world during this time. Resiliency
is defined when one overcomes stress or challenges and achieves good outcomes despite
enduring hardships (Rutter, 1999). Resilience surfaced in a two-fold approach when the
participants discussed the resilience they developed, as well as the resilience of some of
their students. The COVID-19 pandemic tested resilience, not only in leaders and
students, but for all people.
All the participants disclosed deploying physical and mental resources at the start
of the pandemic. The levels of deployment each elementary school principal discussed
were different based on their demographics and school community make-up. Van
Bareveld et al. (2020) stated that depending on the country people lived in, their gender,
social class, and age shined a light on the injustices people experienced once the
pandemic started. Some subgroups were proven to be more vulnerable to the
psychological effects of the pandemic (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020).
Under the verbal theme, participants reported conducting a lot of check-ins on
their students, families, and staff. The COVID-19 pandemic led to social distancing,
quarantine, and isolation procedures. Feelings of isolation and loneliness were reported
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Liu et al. (2020) study uncovered that most of their
respondents reported feeling lonely during the first 2 months of the pandemic and stated
that their findings were consistent with loneliness being a proven risk factor for mental
health. There is a high cost associated with social distancing, isolation, and quarantine,
and they may be amplified in people with preexisting mental illnesses (Hwang et al.,
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2020). In addition to check-ins, participants found themselves asking a lot of questions
when interfacing with people. Through questioning, social support was enacted.
The last theme under providing support is flexibility. The participants described
that being flexible meant it was important that they adapted and changed at any given
moment. Through this process, resilience was built and observed at times in themselves
as well as with their staff and students. Mutch (2015) outlined three sets of factors or
themes that influenced leaders within the crisis context that included a dispositional
factor. The first set of factors included specific experiences, qualities, values, beliefs,
personality traits, skills and expertise, and leadership styles (Mutch 2015). The second
factor was relational regarding a leader’s ability to communicate a vision and develop a
sense of community, encompassing a sense of loyalty, empowering others, and building
strong relationships. The last factor, which was situational, involved the leaders’
demonstration and reaction to their environments in real time, all the while demonstrating
flexibility and their ability to think creatively (Mutch, 2015). Similarly, Farazmand
(2009) linked the “theory of surprise management” with flexibility and adaptability.
These two characteristics surfaced within this current study.
Social support during the COVID-19 pandemic surfaced from various studies.
The Liu et al. (2020) study underlined that providing social support for and from family
members was associated with low levels of PTSD symptoms and anxiety and in
mitigating mental health risks. Jones et al. (2021) found that social support contributed to
the mental sustainability of adolescents during the pandemic. This study’s participants
disclosed that providing support could come in many forms. These forms, represented as
dimensions or properties, consisted verbally, mentally, physically, and through flexibility.
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The fourth focus area of relationships, aligned with Research Questions 1, 2, and
3. The relationship category was separated into four themes: (a) confidence, (b) trust, (c)
accessibility, and (d) understanding. The first theme, confidence, includes three
dimensions or properties: (a) in oneself, (b) in others, and (c) in the information that was
shared. The second theme, trust, encompasses two dimensions or properties: (a) in
oneself and (b) in others. The third theme, accessibility, includes the dimension or
property of being available at all times. The final theme, understanding, includes five
dimensions or properties of (a) loss, (b) change, (c) hardships, (d) loss of resources, and
(e) loss of normalcy.
The emotional intelligence of leaders holds significant importance when handling
daily environmental pressures, such as self-awareness, emotional control, relationships,
and effective communication, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Baba, 2020).
Relationships and effective communication surfaced in this study and are embedded in
the forecasted leadership conceptual model.
Similarly, CASEL’s SEL Framework (Table 5.1) highlights the importance of
relationship skills as one of the five competencies when contributing to positive social
and emotional well-being.
The first theme under the relationships category is confidence. Covey and Merrill
(2018) argued that leaders must have trust and confidence in themselves before they
demonstrate those characteristics to the people they serve. The participants had a
common theme of not only having to have confidence in themselves when leading during
this difficult time but having the confidence to invite others in and share the ever-
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changing information that was being shared with them. After this, or along with this
sharing, trust must develop.
School-based leaders are often at the forefront during crises (Sutherland, 2017).
The COVID-19 pandemic proved to be a crisis in education, causing a rapid and
increased amount of change. Both Sutherland (2017) and Wilson’s (2020) research
revealed the common theme of trust in leadership in response to a crisis. Sutherland
claimed that positive outcomes require a foundation of trust between the organization, the
school leadership, various stakeholders, and the community.

Table 5.1
CASEL’s SEL Framework
Competency

Definition

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is the ability to understand one’s own values, thoughts, emotions,
and how they influence behavior across all contexts

Self-management

One can self-manage when one can manage their emotions, behaviors, and
thoughts effectively throughout all situations.

Social awareness

One displays self-awareness when one can understand the perspectives of others
and display a sense of empathy.

Relationship skills

Relationship skills allow one to establish and maintain healthy and supportive
relationships while navigating settings with diverse individuals and groups.

Responsible
decision making

Responsible decision-making demonstrates the ability to make caring and
constructive choices about one's behavior and social interactions across all
situations.

Note. Adapted from “What is the CASEL Framework?” by CASEL, (2021).
(https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/)

79

Trust is a characteristic that has been researched for decades. Research indicates
that trust is essential for the effectiveness of relationship management (Chen & Sriphon,
2021). The participants in this study spoke about the trust required of themselves to
effectively lead and make decisions that were in the best interest of all. Through leading
during these unprecedented times, trust was developed in others as a result of the nature
of the environment.
Many commonalities of characteristics surfaced through more than one research
question. Interestingly, two out of the eight participants disclosed during their interviews
that they felt the characteristics of elementary principals remained to be true before the
pandemic and throughout the pandemic. They noted that they did not believe there was a
difference in characteristics required prior to the pandemic compared to during the
pandemic, although their responses did not mirror this belief.
The implementation and importance of communication surfaced multiple times in
each of the eight interviews. Karadag and Oztekin-Bayir (2018) stated that
communication is important when it comes to the culture of a school. Other research has
suggested that the same is true outside of education when looking at other arenas like
business or leadership in general.
School culture, which can be considered a prerequisite of effective schools, has
basic factors, such as (a) shared values, (b) humor, (c) storytelling, (d) communication
network, (e) rituals and ceremonies, and (f) relationships between colleagues (Pawlas,
1997). It is well-known that school culture is closely related to the concepts of
organizational structure, decision-making, communication, and change (Lunenburg,
2017).
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Each participant in this study spoke about providing support. This support ranged
from verbal, mental, to physical. Part of the physical support was by providing resources.
Mutch (2015) found similar responses when interviewing principals after the 2010–2011
earthquakes in Canterbury, New Zealand. Mutch (2015) stated that principals were not
just focusing on the psychological and emotional support of their school communities,
but they were in charge of collecting and distributing food and clothes to parents.
Similarly, every elementary school principal in this study was overseeing the distribution
and allocation of mental health services, food, supplies, computers, and hot spots to
access the Internet. Mutch (2015) highlighted the importance schools played in
supporting their school communities after the earthquakes. This same sentiment is true
for not only the elementary school principals in this study, but also for school
administrators and leaders across the world.
Relationships are a commonality that all the research participants shared. As a
school leader, they have relationships with their staff, students, district-level leaders,
parents and guardians, and the larger school community. Chen and Siphon’s (2021) study
displayed a heavy emphasis on communal and social exchange relationships, which
proves that both in Chen and Sriphon’s (2021) study, as well as in this current study, trust
and relationships are closely aligned.
The conceptual model for forecasted leadership consists of four characteristics:
(a) forecasting, (b) communication, (c) providing support, and (d) relationships. These
four characteristics, if possessed and implemented correctly, could have the potential to
not only help the elementary children’s social and emotional well-being but help the
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leadership in general. Forecasting is required because of the experience of an
unprecedented event for which no long-term impacts have been identified.
Forecasted leadership is a potential leadership theory derived from this research.
Mainstream leadership theories, like crisis leadership, transformational leadership, and
the chaos theory, had been spoken of, and for some, had been a little help when leading
through the COVID-19 pandemic (Tourish, 2020). Forecasted leadership has the potential
to shape the future of leadership and decision-making in leaders.
Limitations
This study used qualitative constructivist grounded theory as its methodology to
examine elementary school principals’ perceptions regarding the required characteristics
to address social and emotional well-being of students prior to and throughout the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. The elementary principals who participated in this study
provided insight based on their perceptions on a contemporary topic. However,
limitations in this study exist.
When preparing for this study, the researcher stated a projected sample size of
five to 10 participants. The sample size of eight participants was determined through
purposive sampling after the elementary school principals met the predetermined criteria.
To qualify for participation in this study, the volunteers must have served as elementary
school principals as of the 2018–2019 school year, and they have to have remained in the
same school district from January 2020 until the time of their interviews. This
requirement ensured each participant was an elementary school principal before the
COVID-19 pandemic and continued to be an elementary school principal when this
research study took place. There were a few principals who did not meet criteria, being
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new to the role, which lowered the original number of outreach to participants. This
research study was not funded and all the participants had to volunteer their time. If this
study had been incentivized, it might have attracted more participants. At the time of this
study, restrictions for doing in-person interviews were still in place, which caused the
researcher to conduct the interviews by way of video conferencing. Video conferencing
caused a challenge for the researcher to read the participants’ body language.
In addition, by having the elementary school principals self-report their
perceptions could have lead to an isolated construct. These interviews took place over a
2-month span during the pandemic. The timing of these interviews could have
contributed to the limitations, because the participants may have needed more time to
provide deeper reflections on the research questions asked. During this study, the
COVID-19 pandemic was still taking place. Some historians feel a topic cannot be
researched to demonstrate its fullest impact until a substantial amount of time has passed.
Given this contemporary phenomenon of interest, the researcher felt this research could
not wait. Furthermore, the principals may not have observed long-lasting impacts that the
COVID-19 pandemic had on their students’ mental health. Finally, although reflective
journaling took place, it is possible the researcher’s experience as an elementary school
principal could have contributed bias in the data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
Recommendations
There is much to learn when experiencing something for the first time. The
COVID-19 pandemic was the first and only pandemic lived by most of our population.
This study examined the required leadership characteristics of elementary school
principals and how those leadership characteristics addressed the overall social and
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emotional well-being of students during the pandemic. Additionally, this study gathered
the leadership characteristics that the elementary school principals believed were needed
as they continued through the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools play an important role when
it comes to SEL and well-being. Domitrovich et al. (2017) argued that schools are central
sites for the promotion of students’ well-being. Further understanding of leadership
characteristics will lead to an increased understanding and an awareness of forecasted
leadership to lead to the overall social and emotional well-being of not only elementary
students, but adults.
Recommendations for Policy Development
This study brings awareness to policy makers and emphasize the importance of
children’s social and emotional well-being. New York State has been identified as one of
nine states to participate in Cohort II of the Collaborating States Initiative to advance
SEL policies, guidelines, and standards for preschool to high school students. New York
State has developed SEL benchmarks and a guidance document for K-12 schools to
support their implementation of SEL (NYSED, 2018b). Although benchmarks have been
achieved, policies on SEL have not.
Further research on the creation of SEL policies is needed. As state departments
start to create SEL policies for young children, school districts will have to mirror these
policies. In addition, policies on response measures should be examined for
socioeconomically disadvantaged children and their families.
Recommendations for Improved Practices
As with any study, an improvement in practice surfaces. School districts
worldwide can use this information when increasing their leaders’ capacities, leadership
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characteristics, and reactive measures with their students in response to the COVID-19
pandemic and for when they may have to face future disasters and/or pandemics. This
information can be infused throughout professional learning opportunities, and it can be
used as a part of district-level development plans. Higher education institutions can use
this research to build on school leadership requirements during traditional coursework.
All eight participants spoke about the social and emotional programs they used in
their schools. These programs and implementations consisted of Second Step, PBIS,
Positivity Project, Ruler, or Character Education. A recommendation that generated from
this study was to investigate improving SEL curriculum, programming, and practices for
schools to implement. Hook and Vera (2020) suggested that paying attention to holistic
health and cultural relevance, creating partnerships, collaborating, and focusing on
achievable goals may both mirror and supplement what is already included in the current
literature regarding successful programming to address the global mental health crisis.
The pandemic catapulted the development of SEL programs, curriculums, toolkits, and
more. Similarly, Zins et al. (1988) conducted a large meta-analytic review of the social
and emotional learning programs in children 5–17 years of age. The findings of the study
proved that SEL instruction, combined with a supportive environment, can enrich a
child’s development beyond the duration of their intervention (Zins et al., 1988).
Furthermore, research on SEL screening for each child upon entering school
could help shape plans and implementations for, not only individual students, but entire
school communities. This research would help shape the culture, communication,
academic achievement, and overall social and emotional well-being of elementary-aged
children. Denham (2018) argued that SEL is a process that is crucial and that during a

85

child’s development, many things change, but many things also stay the same. The
Panayiotou et al. (2017) study explored linking social and emotional learning to academic
performance. In the study, Panayiotou et al. (2017) discussed the development context of
SEL and noted that it is imperative that SEL is replicated at the early stages of
development and education in a child’s life.
In 2019, NYSED launched the Culturally Responsive-Sustaining (CR-S)
Education Framework. The goal of this framework is to help educators create and execute
a student-centered learning environment that (a) embraces racial and cultural identities
and fosters positive academic outcomes; (b) develops students’ abilities to connect across
cultures; (c) supports students as agents of social change; and (d) contributes to an
individual’s engagement, academic achievement, and growth through the evolution of
critical thinking (NYSED, 2019). The CR-S Education Framework consists of four
principles. Figure 5.2 displays the frameworks makeup. The principle within this
framework that fits closely with this research is the welcoming and affirming
environment (NYSED, 2019). This specific principle within the CR-S Education
Framework encompasses social and emotional programs. The participants in this study
did not reference the NYSED’s CR-S Education Framework, per se, but they did
reference SEL programs, practices, and implementations such as Second Step, PBIS,
Positivity Project, Ruler, or Character Education. Through this framework, principle, and
resources, elementary school principals can leverage all of these programs to improve
their practices with leading the social and emotional learning and well-being of their
students.
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Through the implementation of the CR-S Education Framework, elementary
school principals have the power to have SEL as part of the fabric of their schools. This
brings an awareness that social and emotional well-being can be achieved through
embracing the thoughts, ideas, and perspectives of all individuals. This pandemic has
brought on a distinct set of issues into our public education system for which principals
must be equipped to respond.
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Figure 5.2
NYSED’s Executive Summary-CR-S’ Graphic

Note. Adapted from “Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Framework” by New York State
Education Department, (2019). (http://www.nysed.gov/crs/framework). Copyright 2019
by New York State Education Department.

Recommendations for Further Research
The COVID-19 pandemic, like other natural disasters before it, has highlighted
the long-lasting impact of our children’s mental health and the imperative characteristics
of elementary school leaders to address it. Studies show that the most notable and wellresearched emotional responses to a disaster are symptoms of PTSD (Weems et al.,
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2013). Further research on the effects on children’s mental health should be researched.
Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al. (2021) recommended further research to explicate the
relationship between a natural disaster like the COVID-19 pandemic, PTSD in children,
potential interventions, and leadership support.
Further research on leadership characteristics of leaders through crisis situations
have been conducted, but studies on this topic are limited regarding the continuation of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, further research on the leadership characteristics
of high school principals to help address the social and emotional well-being of their
students could provide a difference in the required characteristics based on the age-levels
they serve. Keeping with this recommendation for further research, the leadership
characteristics required from district-level superintendents to address the social and
emotional well-being of the entire district could provide insight, as well as future research
on the role of school superintendents at the start and continuation of the COVID-19
pandemic and how their characteristics contributed, hindered, or were differentiated to
their district leaders.
The participants in this study were from urban, suburban, and rural school
districts. Future research on elementary school principals from each of these settings in
isolation could have the potential to take part in a cross-comparative analysis to
determine if the same characteristics are required based on the demographic makeup of
the students they serve. Elementary school principals should ensure that the social and
emotional well-being of all children matter, having a consensus mindset that each child
they serve comes with their own social and emotional needs.
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Further research on communication, specifically the levels enacted and the
timeline of communication required at various point throughout and then years after the
start of the COVID-19 pandemic could contribute to the research. This research would
have the potential to impact future pandemics. Furthermore, research could be conducted
to examine the communication during the recovery phases, as this research was
conducted at the start and throughout the early years of the COVID-19 pandemic.
In summary, the results and recommendations of this study could be source
material for school districts, worldwide, to use when increasing their leaders’ capacities,
leadership characteristics, and reactive measures with their students in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic and when they may have to face future disasters and/or pandemics.
Higher education institutions may be able to use this research to build on school
leadership requirements. This study can bring awareness to policy makers and emphasize
the importance of children’s social and emotional well-being. In addition, this research
can also guide SEL design practices within districts and for public policy. Zins et al.
(1988) linked social and emotional learning to student success. By furthering this
research on children’s social and emotional capacities, future studies can be conducted on
the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic that may aid in the further development
on this topic.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore the required leadership characteristics of
elementary school principals and how those leadership characteristics addressed the
overall social and emotional well-being of students during the pandemic, and the
leadership characteristics elementary school principals believed are needed as they
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continued through the COVID-19 pandemic. This study also provides the first empirical
examination of elementary school principals’ experiences and perceptions on addressing
the social and emotional well-being of students’ during a pandemic that started in January
2020. The literature suggests a gap in empirical studies on this contemporary issue of
children’s mental health and how elementary school principals’ leadership characteristics
can address their students’ social and emotional well-being.
The results of this constructivist grounded theory study addressed the following
three research questions:
1. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what leadership characteristics did they need to focus on
regarding their students’ mental health needs before the COVID-19 pandemic
that began in January 2020?
2. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working in within
Upstate New York counties, what characteristics did they employ at the start
of the COVID-19 pandemic to address students’ social and emotional wellbeing?
3. From the perspectives of elementary school principals working within Upstate
New York counties, what characteristics did they employ to address students’
social and emotional well-being during the pandemic and as they continued to
work their way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?
In 2020, the world embarked on a world-wide pandemic, forcing massive
shutdowns. This pandemic, at its onset, was recognized as a public education crisis
(Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021). During the pandemic, children experienced school
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shutdowns, potential feelings of isolation, and fear of the risk of infection—all which can
be expected to impact children’s education, mental health, and overall well-being (Ma et
al., 2020).
The literature reviewed in preparation for this study outlined children’s
susceptibility to the long-term effects in mental health after experiencing traumatic events
(Marques de Miranda et al., 2020) and that school leaders must help students respond to
or process the mental impacts (Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al., 2021). Due to the COVID-19
pandemic being a contemporary experience that many had never experienced in their
lifetime, the literature reviewed in preparation for this study consisted of the impact on
schools after natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina. The purpose of the literature
review was to provide an overview of the relevant empirical studies on the topic of
childhood trauma experienced during and/or after natural disasters or events like COVID19, and the school-based leadership characteristics required to lead schools after such
traumatic events or crises. The research conducted on mental health symptoms after
natural disasters or events that trigger trauma have shown that, for some children, there is
an increased risk for anxiety, post-traumatic stress symptoms, and depression (Navarro et
al., 2016). The existing research has not explicitly focused on elementary school
principals during the COVID-19 pandemic nor has the existing research addressed the
effect their leadership has had on the social and emotional learning and well-being of
children.
The unknown long-term effects that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on
children’s mental health underscores the need for examining the leadership characteristics
required of elementary school principals within such a time in history. This study adds to
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the research to fill the gap regarding how elementary school principals’ perceive their
characteristics that have the potential to impact their students’ social and emotional wellbeing. Additionally, this study has the potential to assist in the required college-level
courses of school administrators and teachers and when creating professional learning
opportunities for current school administrators. Furthermore, this study represents the
importance of the development of social, emotional, and mental health policies across
New York State to better serve its children.
A grounded theory, qualitative study was selected as the method to guide the data
collection process and subsequent findings. The forecasted leadership (Figure 5.1)
conceptual framework and model was developed to depict the findings by way of
Charmaz’s (2016) four phases of coding process. The participants of this study represent
a small sample of a larger network of school principals at elementary schools across the
state. Each principal was unique when speaking about their diversity of students and
faculty, resources, programming, school-wide practices, styles, and perceptions. All of
the participants in this study recognized that their worlds were altered at the onset of the
pandemic in January of 2020.

93

References
Baba, M. (2020). Navigating COVID-19 with emotional intelligence. International
Journal of Social Psychiatry, 66(8), 810–820.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020934519
Barling, F. (2000). Transformational leadership and emotional intelligence: An
exploratory study. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 21(3), 157–
161. https://doi.org/10.1108/01437730010325040
Bauchner H. (2020). 2020—A year that will be remembered. JAMA, 324(3), 245.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.11308
Bishop, W., Fifolt, M., Peters, G., Gurley, D., & Collins, L. (2015). Perceptions and
experiences of K-12 educational leaders in response to the 27 April 2011
tornadoes. School Leadership & Management, 35(2), 215–235.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2015.104148
Blaikie, N., & Priest, J. (2017). Social research: Paradigms in action. Polity Press.
Bridgland, V. M. E., Moeck, E. K., Green, D. M., Swain, T. L., Nayda, D. M., Matson, L.
A., Hutchison, N. P., & Takarangi, M. K. T. (2021, January 11). Why the
COVID-19 pandemic is a traumatic stressor. PloS One, 16(1).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240146
Boyatzis, R. E., Thiel, K., Rochford, K., & Black, A. E. (2017). Emotional and social
intelligence competencies of incident team commanders fighting wildfires. The
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 53(4), 498–516.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021886317731575
Calhoun, L. G., Cann, A., & Tedeschi, R. G. (2010). The posttraumatic growth model:
Sociocultural considerations. In T. Weiss & R. Berger (Eds.), Posttraumatic
growth and culturally competent practice: Lessons learned from around the globe
(pp. 1–14). John Wiley & Sons, Inc. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118270028.ch1
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (2020). SEL is… CASEL.
https://casel.org/what-is-sel/
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (2021). What is the CASEL
framework? CASEL. https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-caselframework/

94

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2021a, March 29). COVID data tracker.
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#datatracker-home
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2021b, March 22). Data and statistics on
children’s mental health. https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/data.html
Chamberlain-Salaun, J., Mills, J., & Usher, K. (2013). Linking symbolic interactionism
and grounded theory methods in a research design: From Corbin and Strauss’
assumptions to action. SAGE Open, 3(3), 1–10.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013505757
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through
qualitative analysis. SAGE Publications, Inc.
https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/papers/v86n0.825
Chen, J. K. C., & Sriphon, T. (2021). Perspective on COVID-19 pandemic factors
impacting organizational leadership. Sustainability, 13(6), 3230.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063230
Collier, L. (2016). Growth after trauma: Why are some people more resilient than othersand can it be taught? American Psychological Association, 47(10), 48.
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2016/11/growth-trauma
Coombs, T. W., & Holladay, S. J. (2001). An extended examination of the crisis
situations: A fusion of the relational management and symbolic approaches.
Journal of Public Relations Research, 13(4), 321–340.
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532754XJPRR1304_03
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory. (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications, Inc.
Covey, M. R., & Merrill, R. R. (2018). The speed of trust: The one thing that changes
everything. Free Press.
Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and
mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). SAGE Publications, Inc.
Critton, E. (2020, May 10). Media coverage of COVID-19 around the world. Journal of
International Affairs. https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-articles/mediacoverage-covid-19-around-world
Dear Pandemic. (2021, April 13). How many US children have lost a parent to COVID19. Author. https://dearpandemic.org/children-who-have-lost-parents-to-covid/
De Bellis, M. D., & Zisk, A. (2014). The biological effects of childhood trauma. Child
and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 23(2), 185–222.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chc.2014.01.002

95

Denham, S. A. (2018, November). Keeping SEL developmental: The importance of a
developmental lens for fostering and assessing SEL competencies. Measuring
SEL Using Data to Inspire Practice. George Mason University.
Domitrovich, C. E., Durlak, J. A., Staley, K. C., & Weissberg, R. P. (2017). Social‐
emotional competence: An essential factor for promoting positive adjustment and
reducing risk in school children Child Development, 88(2), 408–416.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12739
Drago-Severson, E., Maslin-Ostrowski, P., & Blum-Destefano, J. (2018). Looking behind
the curtain: Principals’ internal experiences of managing pressing challenges.
Journal of School Leadership, 28(3), 315–343.
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461802800303
Dunton, G. F., Do, B., & Wang, S. D. (2020). Early effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on physical activity and sedentary behavior in children living in the U.S. BMC
Public Health, 20(1), Article 1351. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09429-3
Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B.
(2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A metaanalysis of school-based universal interventions. Childe Development, 82(1),
405–431. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
Elias, J., & Haynes, N. (2008). Social competence, social support, and academic
achievement in minority, low-income, urban elementary school children. School
Psychology Quarterly, 23 474–495. https://doi.org/10.1037/1045-3830.23.4.474
EducationWeek. (2020, March 26). Map: Coronavirus and school closures in 2019-2020.
Author. https://www.edweek.org/leadership/map-coronavirus-and-schoolclosures-in-2019-2020/2020/03
Farahani, M., Taghadosi, M., & Behboudi, M. (2011). An exploration of the relationship
between transformational leadership and organizational commitment: The
moderating effect of emotional intelligence: Case study in Iran. International
Business Research, 4(4), 211–217. https://doi.org/10.5539/ibr.v4n4p211
Farazmand, A. (2009). Hurricane Katrina, the crisis of leadership, and chaos
management: Time for trying the ‘surprise management theory in action.’ Public
Organization Review, 9, Article 399. https://doi:10.1007/s11115-009-0099-2
Firestone, S. (2020). What is crisis leadership? In D. Gomez, K. Patterson, & B. E.
Winston (Eds.), Biblical principles of crisis leadership. Christian faith
perspectives in leadership and business (pp. 7–21). Book Series. National Library
of Medicine. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-44955-1_2
Flick, U. (2019). Doing grounded theory: Key components, process and elements. SAGE
Publications Ltd. https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781529716658

96

Frey, N., Fisher, D., & Smith, D. (2019). All learning is social and emotional: Helping
students develop essential skills for the classroom and beyond. ASCD.
Galletta, A., & Cross, W. (2013). Mastering the semi-structured interview and beyond:
From research design to analysis and publication. New York University Press.
Gigliotti, R. A. (2020). Crisis leadership in higher education: Theory and practice.
Rutgers University Press.
Glaser, B. G. (1992). Basics of grounded theory analysis. The Sociology Press.
Greenberg, M. T., Domitrovich, C. E., Weissberg, R. P., & Durlak, J. A. (2017). Social
and emotional learning as a public health approach to education. The Future of
Children, 27(1), 13–32. https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2017.0001
Gutermann, J., Schreiber, F., Matulis, S., Schwartzkopff, L., Deppe, J., & Steil, R.
(2016). Psychological treatments for symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder in
children, adolescents, and young adults: A meta-analysis. Clinical Child and
Family Psychology Review, 19(2), 77–93. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-0160202-5
Gutermann, J., Schwartzkopff, L., & Steil, R. (2017). Meta-analysis of the long-term
treatment effects of psychological interventions in youth with PTSD symptoms.
Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 20(4), 422–434.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-017-0242-5
Habibullah, S., & Arvind K. A. (2021) Trauma and children: Exploring posttraumatic
growth among school children impacted by armed conflict in Kashmir. American
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 91(1), 132–148. https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000523
Harris, A., & Jones, M. (2020). COVID 19 – School leadership in disruptive times.
School Leadership & Management, 40(4), 243–247.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2020.1811479
Helwig, C. (1971). Organizational climate and frequency of principal-teacher
communications in selected Ohio elementary schools. The Journal of
Experimental Education, 39(4), 52–55.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.1971.11011284
Hook, K., & Vera, E. (2020). Best practices in global mental health: An exploratory study
of recommendations for psychologists. International Perspectives in Psychology:
Research, Practice, Consultation, 9(2), 67–83.
https://doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000125
Howat, H., Curtis, N., Landry, S., Farmer, K., Kroll, T., & Douglass, J. (2012). Lessons
from crisis recovery in schools: How hurricanes impacted schools, families and
the community. School Leadership & Management, 32(5), 487–501.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2012.723613

97

Hwang, T.-J., Rabheru, K., Peisah, C., Reichman, W., & Ikeda, M. (2020). Loneliness
and social isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic. International
Psychogeriatrics, 32(10), 1217–1220.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1041610220000988
Imran, N., Zeshan, M., & Pervaiz, Z. (2020). Mental health considerations for children &
adolescents in COVID-19 pandemic. Pakistan Journal of Medical Sciences,
36(COVID19-S4), S67–S72. https://doi.org/10.12669/pjms.36.COVID19S4.2759
Jones, S., Bailey, R., Brush, K., & Kahn, J. (2018). Preparing for effective SEL
implementation. Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Jones, E., Mitra, A., & Bhuiyan, A. (2021). Impact of COVID-19 on mental health in
adolescents: A systematic review. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 18(5), Article 2470.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052470
Karadag, E., & Oztekin-Bayir, O. (2018). The effect of authentic leadership on school
culture: A structural equation model. IJELM, 6(1), 40–75.
Kavrayıcı, C., & Kesim, E. (2021). School management during the Covid-19 pandemic:
A qualitative study. Educational Administration: Theory and Practice, 27(1),
1005–1060. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1291002.pdf
Kilmer, R., Gil-Rivas, V., & Roof, K. (2020). Associations between children’s selfsystem functioning and depressive and posttraumatic stress symptoms following
disaster. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 90(6), 667–676.
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000487
Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. (2012). The leadership challenge: How do make
extraordinary things happen in organizations. (5th ed.). Jossey-Bass.
Krishnamurthy, V. (2015). Edward Norton Lorenz: Discover of chaos. RESONANCE,
March, 191–197. https://www.ias.ac.in/article/fulltext/reso/020/03/0191-0197
Kronenberg, M. S., Hansel, T. C., Brennan, A. M., Osofsky, H. J., Osofsky, J. D., &
Lawrason, B. (2010). Children of Katrina: Lessons learned about postdisaster
symptoms and recovery patterns. Child Development, 81(4), 1241–1259.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01465.x
Lee, J. (2020). Mental health effects of school closures during COVID-19. The Lancet
Child & Adolescent Health, 4(6). https://doi.org/10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30109-7
Liu, C. H., Zhang, E., Wong, G. T. F., Hyun, S., & Hahm, H. “Chris.” (2020). Factors
associated with depression, anxiety, and PTSD symptomatology during the
COVID-19 pandemic: Clinical implications for U.S. young adult mental health.

98

Psychiatry Research, 290, 113172–113172.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113172
Lunenburg, F. (2017). Organizational structure and design. Journal of Educational
Leadership and Policy Studies, 1(1), 21–43.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1226963.pdf
Ma, Z., S., Zhang, Y., Zewen, L., Wali, A., Ji, Y., Pan, Q., & Baloch, Z. (2021). The
impact of COVID-19 pandemic outbreak on education and mental health of
Chinese children aged 7-15 years: An online survey. BMC Pediatrics, 21(1), 95–
95. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12887-021-02550-1
Malboeuf-Hurtubise, C., Léger-Goodes, T., Mageau, G., Taylor, G., Herba, C., Chadi, N.,
& Lefrançois, D. (2021). Online art therapy in elementary schools during
COVID-19: results from a randomized cluster pilot and feasibility study and
impact on mental health. Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health,
15(1), 15–15. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13034-021-00367-5
Mangiarotti, S., Peyre, M., Zhang, Y., Huc, M., Roger, F., & Kerr, Y. (2020). Chaos
theory applied to the outbreak of COVID-19: An ancillary approach to decision
making in pandemic context. Epidemiology and Infection, 148, E95.
doi://10.1017/S0950268820000990
Marques de Miranda, D., da Silva Athanasio, B., Sena Oliveira, A. C., & Simoes-e-Silva,
A. C. (2020). How is COVID-19 pandemic impacting mental health of children
and adolescents? International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction,
51(December), Article 101845. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2020.101845
Marsee, M. A. (2008). Reactive aggression and posttraumatic stress in adolescents
affected by Hurricane Katrina. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent
Psychology, 37(3), 519–529. https://doi.org/10.1080/15374410802148152
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. (2016). Designing qualitative research (6th ed.) SAGE
Publications, Inc.
McLeod, S. A. (2018). Lev Vygotsky sociocultural theory. Simply Psychology.
https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Forecasted. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary.
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/forecasted
Mitroff, I. I., Diamond, M. A., & Alpaslan, M. C. (2006). How prepared are America’s
colleges and universities for major crises? Change: The Magazine of Higher
Learning, 38,1, 61–67. https://doi.org/10.3200/CHNG.38.1.61-67
Morina, N., Koerssen, R., & Pollet, T. (2016). Interventions for children and adolescents
with posttraumatic stress disorder: A meta-analysis of comparative outcome

99

studies. Clinical Psychology Review, 47, 41–54.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2016.05.006
Mutch, C. (2015). Leadership in times of crisis: Dispositional, relational and contextual
factors influencing school principals’ actions. International Journal of Disaster
Risk Reduction, 14, 186–194. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2015.06.005
Navarro, J., Pulido, R., Berger, C., Arteaga, M., Osofsky, H., Martinez, M., Osofsky, J.,
& Hansel, T. (2016). Children’s disaster experiences and psychological
symptoms: An international comparison between the Chilean earthquake and
tsunami and Hurricane Katrina. International Social Work, 59(4), 545–558.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872814537850
New York State Education Department. (2019). Culturally responsive-sustaining
framework. Author.
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/crs/culturally-responsivesustaining-education-framework.pdf
New York State Education Department. (2018, August). Social emotional learning:
Essential for learning, essential for life, essential for New York. Student Support
Services.
https://www.p12.nysed.gov/sss/documents/SELEssentialforLearningandLife.pdf
New York State Education Department. (2022, April 13). School building leader
certificate experience requirements and position titles. Office of Teaching
Initiatives. http://www.highered.nysed.gov/tcert/certificate/exp/leadership-schoolbuilding.html
Notman, R. (2015). Seismic leadership, hope, and resiliency: Stories of two Christchurch
schools post-earthquake. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 14(4), 437–459.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2015.1039137
Osofsky, H., Osofsky, J., Kronenberg, M., Brennan, A., & Hansel, T. (2009).
Posttraumatic stress symptoms in children after Hurricane Katrina: Predicting the
need for mental health services. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 79(2),
212–220. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016179
Panayiotou, M., Humphrey, N., & Wigelsworth, M. (2019). An empirical basis for
linking social and emotional learning to academic performance. Contemporary
Educational Psychology, 56(January), 193–204.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2019.01.009
Paolini, A. (2020). Social emotional learning: Key to career readiness. Anatolian Journal
of Education, 5(1), 125-134. https://doi.org/10.29333/aje.2020.5112a
Pawlas, E. G. (1997). Vision and school culture. NASSP Bulletin, 81(587), 118–128.
https://doi.org/10.1177/019263659708158718

100

PositiveAction. (2022). Social-emotional learning (SEL) standards in all 50 states.
Author. https://www.positiveaction.net/blog/sel-standards
Powell, T., & Holleran-Steiker, L. (2017). Supporting children after a disaster: A case
study of a psychosocial school-based intervention. Clinical Social Work Journal,
45(2), 176–188. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-015-0557-y
Rao, N. (2006). SARS, preschool routines and children’s behaviour: Observations from
preschools in Hong Kong. International Journal of Early Childhood, 38(2), 11–
22. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03168205
Raymond, C., & Kornhuber, K. (2020). Risk KAN working group compound events and
impacts. https://www.risk-kan.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/RiskKAN_WG_description_Compound_Events_2020_04_24.pdf
Reyes-Guerra, D., Maslin-Ostrowski, P., Barakat, M., & Stefanovic, M. (2021, March).
Confronting a compound crisis: The school principal’s role during initial phase of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Frontiers in Education, 6, Article 617875.
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.617875
Robinson, J. (1972). The second crisis of economic theory. The American Economic
Review, 62(1/2), 1–10. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1821517
Rutter, M. (1999). Social context: Meanings, measures and mechanisms. European
Review, 7(1), 139–149. https://doi.org/10.1017/S106279870000380X
Rutter, M. (2013). Annual Research Review: Resilience – Clinical implications. Journal
of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 54(4), 474–487.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2012.02615.x
Saldaña, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). SAGE
Publications, Inc.
Social and Emotional Learning Alliance for the United States. (2020). What is SEL?:
Defining SEL. Author. https://sel4us.org/about/what-issel/#:~:text=Social%20and%20emotional%20learning%20(SEL,others%2C%20e
stablish%20and%20maintain%20a
Sowmya, D. V., Chandrasekaran, A., & Patterson, L. (2018). An empirical study of
leadership styles in the UAE human resource strategy. Academy of Strategic
Management Journal, 17(6), 1–22. https://www.abacademies.org/articles/anempirical-study-of-leadership-styles-in-the-uae-human-resource-strategy7661.html
Sheerin, C., Kovalchick, L., Overstreet, C., Rappaport, L., Williamson, V., Vladimirov,
V., Ruggiero, K., & Amstadter, A. (2019). Genetic and environmental predictors
of adolescent PTSD symptom trajectories following a natural disaster. Brain
Sciences, 9(146), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci9060146

101

Sims, A., Boasso, A., Burch, B., Naser, S., & Overstreet, S. (2015). School dissatisfaction
in a post-disaster environment: The mediating role of posttraumatic stress
symptoms. Child & Youth Care Forum, 44(4), 583–595.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-015-9316-z
Sutherland, I. E. (2017). Learning and growing: trust, leadership, and response to crisis.
Journal of Educational Administration, 55(1), 2–17. https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA10-2015-0097
Susskind, D., & Vines, D. (2020). The economics of the COVID-19 pandemic: an
assessment. Oxford Review of Economic Policy.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/graa036
Taylor, D. B. (2021, March 17). A timeline of the coronavirus pandemic. The New York
Times. https://www.nytimes.com/article/coronavirus-timeline.html
Taylor, R. D., Oberle, E., Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2017). Promoting positive
youth development through school-based social and emotional learning
interventions: A meta-analysis of follow-up effects. Child Development, 88(4),
1156–1171. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864
Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (1999). Trauma & transformation: Growing in the
aftermath of suffering. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483326931
Tedeschi, R. G., Park, C., & Calhoun, L. (Eds.). (1998). Posttraumatic growth: Positive
changes in the aftermath of a crisis. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.
Tourish, D. (2020). Introduction to the special issue: Why the coronavirus crisis is also a
crisis of leadership. Leadership, 16(3), 261–272. SAGE Publications.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1742715020929242
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2020). Supporting
teachers and educational personnel in a time of crisis (Issue note no. 2.2).
UNESCO. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373338
Van Oosten, E., McBride-Walker, S., & Taylor, S. (2019). Investing in what matters: The
impact of emotional and social competency development and executive coaching
on leader outcomes. Consulting Psychology Journal, 71(4), 249–269.
https://doi.org/10.1037/cpb0000141
Wang, N., Wilhite, S., & Martino, D. (2016). Understanding the relationship between
school leaders’ social and emotional competence and their transformational
leadership: The importance of self–other agreement. Educational Management,
Administration & Leadership, 44(3), 467–490.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143214558568
Weems, C., & Overstreet, S. (2008). Child and adolescent mental health research in the
context of Hurricane Katrina: An ecological needs-based perspective and

102

introduction to the special section. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent
Psychology, 37(3), 487–494. https://doi.org/10.1080/15374410802148251
Weems, C., Scott, B., Taylor, L., Cannon, M., Romano, D., & Perry, A. (2013). A
theoretical model of continuity in anxiety and links to academic achievement in
disaster-exposed school children. Development and Psychopathology, 25(3), 729–
737. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579413000138
Weems, C., Taylor, L., Costa, N., Marks, A., Romano, D., Verrett, S., & Brown, D.
(2009). Effect of a school-based test anxiety intervention in ethnic minority youth
exposed to Hurricane Katrina. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology,
30(3), 218–226. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.11.005
Wertz, F. J., Charmaz, K., McMullen, L., Josselson, R., Anderson, R., & McSpadden, E.
(2011). Five ways of doing qualitative analysis phenomenological psychology,
grounded theory, discourse analysis, narrative research, and intuitive inquiry.
The Guilford Press.
Wilson, S. (2020). Pandemic leadership: Lessons from New Zealand’s approach to
COVID-19. Leadership (London, England), 16(3), 279–293.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1742715020929151
World Health Organization. (n.d.). Coronavirus disease (COVID-19). Retrieved on
January 9, 2022, from https://www.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus#tab=tab_1
Wu, G., Feder, A., Cohen, H., Kim, J. J., Calderon, S., Charney, D. S., & Mathé, A. A.
(2013, February 15). Understanding resilience. Frontiers in Behavioral
Neuroscience, 7. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnbeh.2013.00010
Van Barneveld, K., Quinlan, M., Kriesler, P., Junor, A., Baum, F., Chowdhury, A.,
Junankar, P. (Raja), Clibborn, S., Flanagan, F., Wright, C. F., Friel, S., Halevi, J.,
& Rainnie, A. (2020). The COVID-19 pandemic: Lessons on building more equal
and sustainable societies. The Economic and Labour Relations Review: ELRR,
31(2), 133–157. https://doi.org/10.1177/1035304620927107
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological
processes. Harvard University Press.
Zengin, M., Yayan, E. H., & Vicnelioğlu, E. (2021). The effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on children’s lifestyles and anxiety levels. Journal of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing, 34(3), 236–242. https://doi:10.1111/jcap.12316
Zins, J., Curtis, M., Garden, J., & Ponti, C. (1988). Helping students succeed in the
regular classroom: A guide for developing assistance programs. Jossey-Bass.

103

Appendix A
Recruitment Script (via email)
Hello,
My name is Reneé Burgess, and I am a doctoral candidate in the EdD in
Executive Leadership Program at St. John Fisher College. I would like to invite you to
participate in my research study to examine the leadership characteristics required of
elementary school principals to address the social and emotional well-being of
elementary school-aged children before, at the start of, and during the COVID-19
pandemic.
To participate in this study, you must have served as an elementary school
principal prior to the 2018–2019 school year and must have remained in the same school
district from February 2020 to today.
As a participant, you will be asked to sign a consent form before the interview.
You will be asked to participate in an interview via Zoom and be available for follow-up
questioning if needed. The Zoom interviews will be audio recorded. No identifying
information will be used to report the data. The participants’ responses will be coded to
ensure confidentiality. The researcher will assign the title, “Elementary School Principal”
and a number to each participant. Audio recordings will be transcribed using Zoom
transcription, and they will be checked for accuracy by the researcher. The participants in
the study may request a copy of the transcribed interview at any time. Participation in this
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study is voluntary. Participants will be offered the results of the study at the conclusion of
the study.
If you would like to participate in this research study, [give instructions].
If you have questions, please feel free to contact me at _______@sjfc.edu or ______-____.
Thank you.
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol
Interview Protocol: A Grounded Theory Study to Examine Elementary School Principals’
Leadership Characteristics to Address Children’s Social and Emotional Well-Being
Before, at the Start of, and During the COVID-19 Pandemic.
Date of Interview:
Time:
Mode: Virtual via Zoom
Participant Code:
(e.g., Elementary School Principal 1)

Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic has proven to have disrupted not only the
educational systems in our nation, but the pandemic may also have had a significant
impact on our children’s social and emotional well-being.
1. Tell me about some of the challenges you faced with your students’ social and
emotional well-being prior to the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in
February of 2020.
2. What school-wide or individual practices did you implement to address social
and emotional well-being of your students prior to the pandemic?
3. What leadership characteristics do you feel you required to lead the social and
emotional work for your students prior to the pandemic?
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4. How were previously existing social and emotional challenges of your
students affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?
5. Can you talk about your response to these challenges?
6. What implementations did you complete at the start of the COVID-19
pandemic to address the social and emotional well-being of your students?
7. What structures/resources for social and emotional well-being did you employ
to respond to what was happening during February–June of 2020?
8. What leadership characteristics were required from you to lead this work
during this time?
9. Can you talk about how the leadership characteristics that contributed to your
response during February–June of 2020?
10. What leadership characteristics worked?
11. What leadership characteristics needed further development?
12. How would you describe the role of an elementary school principal since the
start of the pandemic?
13. What leadership characteristics do you feel are required to address the social
and emotional well-being of children as we move through the pandemic?
14. Why are the leadership characteristics you mentioned required?
15. What do you hope the mentioned leadership characteristics achieve?
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16. Do you feel your own social and emotional well-being has been affected since
the start of the pandemic?
If yes, how has your own social and emotional well-being affected your
leadership characteristics and the implementation of social and emotional
learning in your building?
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